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HE RESCUED HER FROM the Pacific and will protect her at all costs...

DEA Analyst Emersyn O’Connell doesn’t expect to be saved by a muscled Navy SEAL on her first day in Hawaii. While his deep brown eyes, great sense of humor, and tightly-leashed strength make her pulse pound, she’s in Oahu for her recent job transfer, not to find a boyfriend.

Aaron “Anchor” Nielsen knows the gorgeous blonde he pulled from the water is the woman for him. She won’t take his antics, and her sexy curves, intelligence, and playful stubbornness make his skin heat whenever she’s near.

When Emersyn’s job in Honolulu goes awry as she assists in a major drug bust, the cartel leader swears he’ll get revenge. He’s out for blood, with Emersyn at the top of his list. Her sudden disappearance means Aaron will leave no stone unturned to find her, but will he be able to win her heart as well?

SEAL’s Shadow, a standalone novel, is book three in the sizzling Alpha SEALs Hawaii series.
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NAVY SEAL AARON “ANCHOR” Nielsen ran to the water, his heart pounding as a woman’s screams filled the air. The kayak that had flipped over was getting tossed around in the Pacific like a toy, a woman trapped beneath. The kayakers had launched in the surf zone, a place where inexperienced kayakers had no business being. They were most likely tourists, out for an afternoon of fun. Regardless, the woman’s life was at stake, and every second counted.

He cursed as an orange life vest floated past the kayak. Had the woman not even strapped it on properly?

“Damn it,” he muttered, his feet splashing through the surf. The warm Hawaiian sun beat down on him, but he barely registered the sand beneath his feet or waves lapping at his legs. Aaron’s eyes focused solely on his target.

“Please help my sister!” a woman yelled, frantically trying to paddle to the upside-down kayak. “She can’t swim!”

Aaron heard his friends’ shouts of alarm behind him, but he was already diving into the waves, his years of SEAL training and expertise kicking in. Aaron neatly resurfaced, scanning the area, and then kicked hard to get to the woman in time, sluicing through the water with even strokes.

“Almost to you, buddy!” Austin “Storm” Eckhart shouted, his voice carrying over the waves. Aaron pushed harder, kicking faster to reach the scene. He lifted the bright yellow kayak off the woman, rendered unconscious beneath. Shock washed over him as he took in her fine, delicate facial features. Pretty eyelashes. A small nose. Pouty lips. And shimmering blonde hair that floated in the water around her. She looked like a damn mermaid or something. Except she couldn’t swim or survive without air.

Treading water, Aaron slid his arm under her head, resting two fingers on her slender neck to feel for a pulse. He lowered his lips to hers as he tilted her head back, blowing air into her lungs. He couldn’t exactly start chest compressions while treading water. He needed to get her to shore.

Austin surfaced beside him, treading water as well as they bobbed in the Pacific.

“I got her,” Aaron said, an edge to his voice that he didn’t recognize. He wanted to be the one to haul the blonde woman to shore. To breathe life into her lungs. Austin had just gotten engaged and certainly had zero interest in this woman romantically, so Aaron’s possessiveness made zero sense. In that split second when he’d lifted the kayak off of her, however, something primal in him had declared she was his.

Sawyer “Saint” Collins was at their side next, water dripping down his face as he surfaced. “Hudson called 911. Let’s get her to the beach and start CPR.”

The woman in the other kayak was now wailing as she failed to get closer to them, fighting against the current.

“Shit. I’ll go save the sister,” Sawyer said. “You two bring her in.”

Aaron kept hold of the woman, keeping her head above water. “Roger that. Let’s roll.” He swam toward the shoreline where his friends stood, Austin helping to keep the blonde woman afloat. Sawyer had commandeered the second kayak and was paddling toward the sister. It felt like too much time was passing, but soon, Aaron’s feet reached the sandy ground. He hefted the lifeless woman into his arms, his chest heaving from his quick swim there and back, and began carrying her through the water, trudging in the surf.

She was too pale and cold, her bikini clinging to her slight curves. Aaron barely registered her pert breasts and lithe body. They needed to get her breathing ASAP.

His SEAL team leader Wyatt “Wildcard” Miller was already jogging toward them through the breaking waves, lifting the unconscious woman from his arms. Aaron wanted to protest but knew Wyatt could get her on solid ground sooner. Aaron might be a trained Navy SEAL, but Wyatt had remained on the beach while Aaron swam there and back in record time.

Hudson was on the phone, notifying emergency personnel as to their location. And then Aaron was rushing out of the water and sinking to his knees in the sand, pushing Wyatt’s hands away. Aaron positioned his hands on the woman’s chest, his mind briefly registering her breasts concealed by the pale yellow triangles of her bikini top. She had on string bikini bottoms, too, showing off her flat stomach and narrow hips. Her smooth thighs. Her skin was soft and supple and cold. Too damn cold. Aaron began doing chest compressions as Wyatt counted out loud.

Aaron paused, tilted the woman’s head back, then leaned further over her slender frame, blowing breath into her lungs. She tasted sweet. So fucking sweet. And he shouldn’t even be thinking that as he rendered life-saving aid.

Sirens wailed in the distance, and he was vaguely aware of his friends moving around him.

“We’re over here!” Callie yelled, waving her arms as she ran to the parking lot. “Over here! This way!”

“Oh my God, is she going to be okay?” Alexa asked, clinging to Austin. “This is bringing back bad memories.”

“The EMTs are almost here,” he assured her.

Hudson and Ryan were entering the surf, trying to help Sawyer with the second kayaker.

Aaron began another set of chest compressions and then breathed into her mouth again, watching her chest rise. The woman began to sputter, and sweet relief coursed through him. She was too fucking pretty to be lying pale and lifeless on the beach like that. Too young to have this be the end. He brushed back some of her wet hair, unable to stop himself from touching her. Satisfaction roiled through him at the knowledge that he’d saved her. She was beautiful and helpless and fucking breathing air again because of him.

“She’s coming to,” Wyatt said. “Thank God.”

The woman’s eyes opened, and suddenly Aaron’s heart stuttered as he was looking into the brightest blue eyes he’d ever seen.

***
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EMERSYN GASPED FOR breath as she felt warm lips on hers, precious air suddenly filling her lungs. Someone gave her another breath, and she felt those full lips once more and the hint of a man’s stubble rubbing over her skin. She sputtered out saltwater, squeezing her eyes shut against the bright sun above. Waves crashed on the shore, the sound somehow soothing, but she thought she heard her sister crying in the background.

Big hands cupped her face, turning her head to the side. Emersyn coughed out more water as a deep voice assured her that she was okay. She sputtered again, wondering if she was dreaming, before finally straightening her head. Blinking, Emersyn looked up into deep brown eyes, water still clinging to her lashes. She blinked as the man’s face came into focus. He had short dark hair, a broad nose, and sexy stubble covering his strong jaw. As he pulled back slightly to assess her, she swore her mouth watered. The guy was ripped with muscles upon muscles. He was nothing but tanned, masculine flesh over broad shoulders and rock-hard pecs and abs.

Had he carried her out of the water? One moment, she’d been attempting to kayak with her sister, and the next, she accidentally flipped over and was hit in the head by the kayak itself, darkness closing in.

This guy must’ve been one of the local surfers here on Oahu. The man wasn’t as scruffy looking as the ones she’d seen earlier, but he’d hauled her out of the ocean, hadn’t he?

Gingerly, she lifted one hand to where her head throbbed, taking shallow breaths. There was already a lump forming, and she felt somewhat dazed. Sluggish.

“Are you okay?” the man asked, his own big hand coming to rest atop her own.

She stared at him in surprise as warmth washed over her. And then he was gently moving her hand, his fingers feeling around the area of her head where her kayak had smacked her. “You might have a concussion,” he murmured. “You’ve got a large bump. Your eyes are dilated, and you swallowed a lot of saltwater.”

“Who are you?” she murmured.

His lips quirked slightly. Full lips, she noted. And his deep, sexy voice was like something out of a movie. “My name is Aaron. You’re lucky I got to you in time”

“Emersyn!” her sister shrieked, rushing over to kneel at her side.

“What happened?” Emersyn asked, letting her sister clutch one hand. It almost made no sense that one moment, she’d been kayaking, and the next, she was shivering on the sand while this gorgeous man hovered over her.

“Your kayak flipped over,” Aaron said, his voice no-nonsense as he gently examined her head for other contusions. “You should’ve been wearing a life vest. You could’ve been killed.”

“He’s right, Em! I was trying to paddle over to you and couldn’t against the current. I was so scared!”

Tears filled Emersyn’s eyes. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. The kayaking had been impulsive, and she’d meant to put her vest on before they got into deeper water. She could barely swim, and maneuvering the kayak through the waves had been more challenging than she’d anticipated. Before she’d strapped it on, she’d flipped over and been knocked unconscious.

“You’re too headstrong!” Layton said.

Emersyn’s eyes shifted to Aaron as he let out a low chuckle. “Maybe you should stick to tamer activities,” he advised, his voice low and smooth like warm caramel. But there was a slight twinkle in his brown eyes, mixed in with concern. “Have you kayaked before?”

“No.”

“This isn’t the safest spot for a beginner.”

“Not you, too,” she moaned, closing her eyes again.

The sirens wailing in the distance were getting louder, and suddenly, Emersyn just wanted to get out of here. A crowd was gathered around them, and she hated being the center of attention like this, lying helplessly on the sand. “I want to sit up.”

A warm, muscled arm slid beneath her, and then Emersyn was sitting on the beach, shivering. Her wet, pale yellow bikini clung to her, and she trembled, wrapping her arms around her body. Aaron stared at her for a beat then called for a towel, another guy tossing one in their direction. Emersyn slowly took in the group of men and a couple of women surrounding them. None of the men actually looked like surfers, come to think of it. They were all muscular and fit but had short, military style haircuts. They must’ve been stationed here in Honolulu.

Embarrassment washed over her. They’d probably all watched her make a fool of herself out there. Who got hit in the head by their own damn kayak? She realized their kayaks and gear were scattered around the beach.

Aaron wrapped the towel around her carefully, a frown on his face as she shuddered again. “We need more towels. She’s too cold! I need to get her warmed up.”

His friends were already moving, and then her guy was wrapping more towels and beach blankets around her, his big hands gentle. Not that Aaron was “hers,” per se, but she almost didn’t know what to make of his attentiveness. Many of the men she worked with were arrogant assholes. They were quick to mansplain everything and advise her to stand back while they did their job. While this man seemed to have no problem taking charge, there was a certain watchfulness about him. He hadn’t leered at her in her bikini. Hadn’t made any inappropriate comments. He’d told her she should’ve been wearing a life vest, and he wasn’t exactly wrong.

And holy hell. His warm lips were the ones that had been on hers. She’d been crazy to attempt to learn how to kayak in the Pacific Ocean.

“Hi there,” a friendly guy said, crouching down beside her in the sand. “I’m Wyatt, and these guys are my teammates. The ambulance just arrived, and the EMTs will get you to the hospital. You swallowed a lot of water out there.”

“This is Emersyn,” her sister said. “I’m Layton,” she added.

“It’s nice to meet you both,” Wyatt said. “You’ve already met Aaron. He’s a hell of a swimmer,” Wyatt added.

“Are you in the military?” Layton asked. Clearly, she noticed the same thing Emersyn had. They were all muscular and fit, with a certain take-charge attitude about them.

“We are,” Wyatt said, exchanging a glance with Aaron. “We’re in the Navy.”

“They’re coming!” a blonde woman called out, rushing up to Wyatt’s side and clasping his arm. Emersyn looked over to see several men and a woman carrying a stretcher and medic bag toward them, the ambulance in the parking lot with lights flashing.

“We just got here late last night,” Layton told the others. She frowned, glancing toward the yellow kayaks and gear on the beach. “Do you think if I call the rental place, they’ll come pick up the kayaks? I want to go in the ambulance with Em. We can get our rental car later, but I’m worried about leaving everything here on the beach.”

“We’ll take care of it,” Wyatt assured her. He gestured to two of the men he was with, who came over to speak with Wyatt.

“Time to go,” Aaron said as the EMTs got closer, and then he was carefully rising with Emersyn in his arms. She clung to him in surprise, but he strode across the sand like she weighed nothing, meeting the medics and quickly giving them an update. “No more kayaking practice in the Pacific, all right?” he asked, those dark eyes on hers as they secured her to the gurney. “It’s not great for beginners.”

She looked at him curiously. Had she just said she was learning how to kayak out loud?

“Her pulse is weak,” one of the EMTs noted. “Let’s get an oxygen mask on her and hook up some fluids. Ma’am, we need to get you to the hospital.”

She nodded, suddenly feeling lightheaded. Her gaze landed on Aaron, and she suddenly felt sad that she wouldn’t see him again. It was a surprising thought given she didn’t even know him. He could be married or have a girlfriend. Be a total jerk. Have slept with every woman on the island.

Emersyn didn’t get that vibe at all from him though. He was protective and watchful, but she didn’t miss the spark of interest in his dark eyes as he looked at her.

Aaron ducked down, speaking in a low voice so only she could hear him as the EMTs began to take her pulse and blood pressure. “And while I wish the circumstances had been different, I rather enjoyed my lips on yours.”
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AARON LEANED AGAINST his pickup truck, watching as Wyatt loaded the rental kayaks onto the top of his SUV. The ambulance had rolled out moments ago, and Aaron’s thoughts were churning. He wasn’t sure what had possessed him to literally carry Emersyn to the arriving rescue squad, but he hadn’t wanted to let her go. And he hadn’t been joking. When he’d put his mouth on hers earlier, he’d been shocked at the rightness of it. Sure, he’d been bringing her back to life at that precise moment, but damn. Her body beneath his had made all of his protective instincts rise. He wanted to lay her down in the sand on a normal day and kiss the hell out of her, enjoying the feel of her much smaller body beneath his own.

Emersyn was a knockout, vulnerable at the time he’d saved her, but clearly adventurous. Stubborn. Her sister had apparently warned her to wear a life vest.

He rubbed a hand over his mouth, remembering the feel of her lips beneath his own. She was no doubt just another tourist here for a week or two, but Aaron felt like a fucking goner. She’d been out of his sights for mere minutes, and he already had the urge to go to her, to make sure she was warm and safe.

Maybe the women were here on vacation with their boyfriends or husbands, and this had been a sisters’ kayaking adventure. But Emersyn hadn’t been wearing a ring and hadn’t mentioned needing to call anyone about her accident. Then she’d literally mumbled something about his lips on hers, Aaron recalled with a smile.

“She was a looker, huh?” Sawyer said with a smirk as he came over, leaning against the truck beside him. The others were moving around, talking in the parking lot. The entire team had been planning to kayak together this morning, but Aaron wasn’t sure he felt up to it now. Not when his mind was on the woman who’d just left in an ambulance. His entire body was tense and on edge. It felt all sorts of wrong to stand around with his friends as she was taken to the hospital.

And wasn’t that fucking poetic? The first woman who’d intrigued him in ages didn’t even live here. Not that Aaron typically got that up close and personal with a woman he didn’t know. Maybe if he saved another woman and put his mouth on hers, held her trembling body in his arms, he’d feel the same thundering in his heart.

And maybe not.

Because Aaron had been stationed on Oahu for years, kissed plenty of women in his lifetime, and never been drawn to someone instantly like the way he was with Emersyn.

“She was gorgeous,” Aaron agreed. “Also rather reckless for not wearing a life vest. She managed to get a large bump on her head when the kayak flipped.”

Sawyer nodded in the direction the ambulance had gone. “Go check up on her. She wasn’t exactly pushing you away.”

“She was scared,” Aaron countered. “The woman nearly drowned out there.”

“Someone’s gotta tend to her wounds,” Sawyer joked, waggling his eyebrows. “Might as well be you.”

“I got the sister’s cell number,” Wyatt told them from across the row, adjusting the kayaks before tightening the straps. “I’m going to drop these off. I told Layton that we’d handle returning them so she could go to the hospital with Emersyn. I’ll let them know when everything’s taken care of.”

“They’ll need a ride back to their vehicle,” Sawyer pointed out, eyeing Aaron once more. “Time for you to swoop in and save the day again.”

“Can it.” But he grabbed a tee shirt from inside his truck, tugging it over his head. His board shorts were nearly dry, not that wet shorts would’ve stopped him from heading toward the ER. He slid on his flip flops. Looked like he was swinging by the hospital after all.

Sawyer’s low chuckle filled the air. “Ask her out when you’re there,” he said with a smirk. “Women love to be wined and dined—not that I prefer my dates to involve all that.”

Aaron eyed his teammate. Sawyer talked a lot of shit, but Aaron doubted he was actually with a new woman each weekend. The team hung out at bars together but left alone more often than not. They weren’t exactly fresh-faced new recruits anymore looking for an easy score. “She’s probably only here for a week.”

“What’s the problem with that? Give her a few wild nights and send her on her way,” Sawyer joked.

“Nice, asshole,” Aaron muttered.

“She’s got a tight little body and—”

“Enough!” Aaron glared at his teammate. “Don’t talk about her like that.”

“Well then ask her out, pretty boy. Otherwise, some other sailor will.”

Aaron stilled. His friend wasn’t wrong. The island was packed with young, single military men. Emersyn was a beautiful woman. The last thing she needed was some jackass taking advantage of her, especially after she’d nearly been killed. “I need to go talk to Ryan before I head over there. Catch you later.” Aaron crossed the parking lot toward his friend, listening to Sawyer’s laughter continue behind him. Normally he didn’t mind when he and his friends gave each other shit, but he felt surprisingly protective of Emersyn. And didn’t that tell Aaron all he needed to know.

“Hey man. Quite the eventful morning,” Ryan said as Aaron approached. “They were lucky we were here. I don’t think the sister would’ve been able to save her alone.”

Aaron frowned. The thought had crossed his mind as well. Emersyn kayaking without a life vest had nearly cost the woman her life. It had scared the hell out of him seeing her so pale and lifeless in the water. Even if Layton had gotten to her in time, she didn’t have Aaron’s size or strength. It might’ve been a struggle for her just to get Emersyn back to shore.

Aaron didn’t even want to think about the alternative.

“You heading to the hospital?” Ryan asked.

“Yep. Sawyer just asked me the same thing. What can I say?” Aaron asked as his lips quirked. “Guess I’m a sucker for a pretty face.”

Ryan chuckled. “It seemed like you were into her, so why not? They’re probably here on vacation and don’t know anyone else. Make sure she’s okay, then get her digits.”

Aaron muttered a curse. He’d ask Emersyn out, but not much could come of it. They might enjoy dinner and drinks later in the week if she was up for it after her near-drowning, which was a big if, but then she’d be on a plane out of here. And he’d still be stationed in Oahu, deploying on ops all over the world.

And speaking of airplanes.... He cleared his throat. “Listen, I was wondering if you’d talked to my sister recently?” Aaron asked. “I tried calling her a few days ago, but she never called or texted me back. That’s not like her.”

“Avery? We exchanged contact info when she was here in Hawaii. We text sometimes.”

“I know,” Aaron said, giving him a hard look.

Ryan lifted his hands up in mock surrender, chuffing out a laugh. “We’re just friends, man. Sure, she’s beautiful, but in case you didn’t notice, we live in Oahu. She flew home.”

“Yep. I dropped her off at the airport,” Aaron pointed out.

“Look, I get the protective big brother vibe, but she’s an adult. Even if I’m not dating her, Avery will eventually meet some other man. Date him. Maybe even marry the guy. I doubt you’ll be happy about that either.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Ryan wasn’t wrong. Aaron wouldn’t feel like anyone was good enough for Avery. That didn’t mean he liked her texting his buddy though, especially if she was purposefully ignoring him. “I’m worried about her,” he finally said. “She’s smart as hell but can be impulsive and somewhat naïve about the dangers of the world. I’m concerned that she’s going to quit her job and move overseas with Doctors Without Borders.”

“She’d sounded really excited about the potential opportunity,” Ryan countered. “I’ll mention the risks, but I’m pretty sure she already realizes that given the amount of volunteer hours she’s already put in with the organization. Are you sure she’s not avoiding your call on purpose?”

“She might be.”

Ryan’s chuckle filled the air. “I’ll text her today. It’s not like she’d move out of the country without telling you, right?”

Aaron’s fists clenched. He wasn’t so sure about that. “You never know,” he finally said. “I don’t think my sister likes following any brotherly advice I might have. I gotta get to the hospital though. Let me know what Avery says,” he added, stalking toward his truck.

“Will do, man,” Ryan called out behind him.

Aaron huffed out a breath as he climbed into his vehicle, the blue sky and warm sunshine a contrast to his now cloudy mood. It had been a hell of a morning. Ryan probably could talk some sense into his sister. Aaron hadn’t missed the amount of time they’d spent together when she was in town. He shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. Right now, his priority was the woman he’d just rescued. Aaron would check on Emersyn and make sure she was okay. Ask her out while she was visiting Honolulu. And after that? He’d go on with his life, and that would be that.
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EMERSYN ADJUSTED THE thin, scratchy blanket over her hospital gown, shifting on the small bed. Her damp hair hung in clumpy strands around her, and her skin was covered in salt and sand from the ocean. She was hooked up to countless monitors, but at least she was awake. Alive. She’d never ridden in an ambulance before and hadn’t planned on her first time to be in Hawaii—or ever, for that matter. The medics had carefully tended to her on the ride over, readying to transfer Emersyn to the ER staff. Layton had been asking a million different questions, but Emersyn’s mind had been stuck on the muscled sailor who’d rescued her.

Aaron.

She shook her head. Was she just imagining her crazy attraction to him? When she’d awoken on the beach and looked up into his dark eyes, it was like she’d been hit by a bolt of lightning. She didn’t even know a thing about the man, aside from the fact that he was in the military and had rescued her from drowning. But when he’d hovered over her so protectively on the beach, she’d had this weird feeling that she was meant to be with him. Which was absolutely insane. Emersyn had her own life. Her own career. She couldn’t ever seriously date a military man, because then her own job would end up on the back burner as he PCS’d around the country. Deployed to God knows where. Servicemembers went where the military ordered them, and she couldn’t imagine that type of life for herself. Not when she’d worked so hard to advance her own career.

“Whew! I’m finally out of my bikini,” Layton declared, walking into the curtained area in her own clothes, her flip flops making a thwack thwack noise as she crossed the room. “I never thought I’d roll into an ER in a swimsuit and towel, but I’m sure you never did either. Your things are in here,” she added, setting the oversized tote bag onto the floor. “Whenever we bust you out of here, you’ll have real clothes to wear back to the hotel, too.”

“Thanks for grabbing the bag,” Emersyn said. “What about the kayaks and rental car?” she asked.

“I’ll have to figure out the car situation. One of the guys—Wyatt—said he’d return the kayaks for us. Guess I’ll just have to trust that he’ll take care of it, because I wasn’t about to let you ride over in the ambulance alone.”

“The group he was with had their own kayaking gear,” Emersyn pointed out. “I doubt they’d steal rental kayaks. They’re all in the Navy, right? And now I’m even more mortified that I nearly drowned in front of all of them.”

Layton flashed her a grin as she sank down into the chair beside her. “Let me just say that first of all, I was terrified out of my mind and thankful as hell that they saved you. But second,” she added, shooting Emersyn a knowing look, “those were the hottest guys I’ve ever seen.”

Emersyn burst into laughter, wincing as it made her head hurt. “Agreed,” she said, lifting her hand to the bump.

“Are you okay?” Layton asked with a frown.

“Yep. This is nothing.”

“Only you could meet a man that way,” Layton joked. “I might have half a mind to stay here on the island myself and get me a military guy. Forget my clients back in Virginia. I could sell homes here.”

“That you could,” Emersyn agreed. “You’d make a killer commission since real estate prices are so high.”

“True that,” Layton said, her laughter filling the air as she twisted her own blonde hair up into a messy bun. “But you shouldn’t be embarrassed—well, maybe for not wearing a life vest,” she said pointedly.

“I was going to put it on!” Emersyn protested. “I was just really excited to get out on the water. And incredibly stupid. But that’s not the worst part. Before I was put in the ambulance, I may have accidentally admitted that I liked Aaron’s lips on mine.”

“What?” Layton shrieked. She glanced toward the open door and quieted. “You did not,” she said, amusement dancing across her features.

“Yep. I didn’t mean to say it out loud, obviously, but he definitely heard.” Emersyn’s cheeks heated as she recalled him murmuring to her before she’d been whisked away in the ambulance. God, she hoped he didn’t have a wife or girlfriend. Then he’d be an absolute pig for saying he’d enjoyed it, too. She was still in shock that he’d carried her over to the EMTs at all. They were already headed right toward her with a stretcher, but Aaron had lifted her into his arms like she was his.
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