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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 bestselling 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.



Chapter 2
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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.

“Remind me why we stopped going there again,” Alison said.

“I’ll give you one good reason,” Rebecca replied, eyeing her smiling daughter.

Maybe the man just had something in his eye. Certainly hardened SEALs didn’t go around winking at children. He’d merely nodded at Rebecca in cool acknowledgement, so what on earth would lead her to believe that he’d wink at her child?

She watched them disappear into the bar with a slight pang of regret. Alison was right. Why exactly had they stopped going there?



Chapter 3
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PATRICK TOOK A SWIG from his bottle of beer, glancing around at his laughing team members. They were making quite a commotion, but since Anchors was always loud at night and full of other bawdy SEALs and military guys enjoying a few beers, it went unnoticed.

Brent “Cobra” Rollins was currently sitting across from him with a pretty redhead on his lap, and the other guys were teasing her, saying she’d chosen the wrong SEAL. Brent was doing everything he could to convince her otherwise, currently planting a big kiss on her red lips.

The kiss quickly turned into a full-on make-out session as the other guys cheered him on, hooting and hollering, and Patrick shifted his gaze to the other areas of the restaurant.

Christopher was chatting up a brunette beauty at the bar. She would’ve been exactly Patrick’s type a few years ago, before his marriage and subsequent divorce. Now he mostly steered clear of the fairer sex and barely noticed the women here, save for the ones brought to his attention by his teammates. Or the ones who would invariably hit on him.

He usually tried to keep his distance, shooting an icy gaze at any woman that approached, lest they think he was looking for a lady to take home for the night. A one-night-stand didn’t exactly work when you had a kid, and besides, he was done with the whole relationship thing.

“I can’t believe you made it,” Mike said.

“Yeah, I wasn’t sure if I would. But I wore Logan out earlier today. He fell asleep on the car ride over to his grandparents’ house, so I didn’t feel too guilty about leaving.”

“That’s gotta be rough, man.”

“Having a kid?”

“Yeah, I’m not sure how anyone manages to have a family in this line of work.”

“It didn’t work out too well for me.”

“Shit, sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up your ex.”

“No worries,” Patrick said, grabbing some buffalo wings from the platter. Hell if it didn’t feel good eating bar food now that they were home. It was amazing what you missed when you were gone. Their recent deployment had been short and sweet, but those month-long missions were always brutal.

He’d come to Anchors tonight mostly just to keep their team’s tradition alive. The day after they returned from a mission, they always met here to decompress and enjoy a few beers together. Hell, after camping out in the desert, living on MREs, hauling all of his gear around under the blazing sun, who was he to complain about a night out with his team? Logan was safely ensconced at his grandparents’ house for a few hours, and Patrick was feeling like a new man after eight hours of sleep in his own bed.

He would’ve gladly slept longer, catching up on all the hours he’d lost on their deployment, but a certain six-year-old had woke him up bright and early. Not that he was complaining.

Patrick had enjoyed a morning with his son and then met up with the rest of his SEAL team and CO earlier in the day, debriefing from their mission. The hostage rescue had been perfectly executed, so there wasn’t much to discuss aside from a brief rundown of how the events had played out.

Easy in and easy out was exactly the way he liked it. Aside from his forearm meeting with a combatant’s knife, everything had gone according to plan.

Patrick had visited the physician on base afterward, who’d been impressed with Mike’s stitching up of the wound on his arm. The black stitches stood out against the red gash, but the doctor had said it would barely even leave a scar.

He’d have to thank Mike again for patching him back up. Not that he was worried about a battle scar, but infection and blood loss had certainly been a concern at the time. That and nabbing their man from the enemy. Patrick had coolly sat down as they’d climbed back onto the Black Hawk and made a hasty escape, Mike already applying pressure to the wound to stop the bleeding as they lifted off the ground.

“Hello boys,” a sultry voice purred.

Patrick glanced over to see ample cleavage displayed at his eye level and finally looked further up to the heavily made-up face of a young blonde woman. He’d never understood why some females needed to look so done up when they went out. This woman was probably pretty beneath all that makeup, but her outfit and overall appearance gave him the impression of a woman trying too hard.

Hell, with a body like hers, most guys wouldn’t even notice her other features. Not with the skimpy clothes she currently had on.

“Well hello, darlin’,” Matthew “Gator” Murphy replied as the other men lifted their eyes in interest.

She giggled, the sound entirely too sugary sweet for Patrick’s liking. “Darlin’?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am,” Matthew replied, laying it on real thick.

“Hell, you don’t have an accent,” Evan protested.

“See anything you like?” Matthew asked as he winked at the woman.

Attracted by his southern charm, the woman batted her eyelashes at him suggestively. Mike let out a low whistle, and only Brent looked unconcerned, since he was still lip-locked with the pretty redhead.

Matthew took her hand and kissed it as she giggled. As she sidled up to him, Mike and Evan asked if she had any single friends, seeing as though Matthew had already claimed her as his own.

Patrick looked on with detached amusement. Hell, it was hard for him to believe he’d actually met his ex-wife here years ago. She’d never looked as ridiculous as this woman, but had he ever been that young and foolish, happy with any attention from the opposite sex? Yes. It was pretty damn hard to remember those carefree days now.

His mind flashed back to the attractive woman he’d spotted outside as he and his men walked to Anchors earlier in the evening. He remembered her from years ago, although he hadn’t recalled their encounter until tonight. She was newly married with a baby back then, if he remembered correctly.

She’d been so relieved to have him come to her rescue that she’d barely noticed his rippling muscles as he’d removed the flat tire from her car. And that he definitely remembered, because other women always took notice of him jogging shirtless along the beach. They’d stare at him longingly sometimes, but she’d only been concerned about her baby, as one would expect. Her husband was some kind of surgeon at the hospital, and she’d been worried about having no way to get home.

It was strange to see her all these years later. She still looked exactly the same, pretty—no, make that beautiful—but with a fresh-faced appearance. There was no heavily done makeup, no trying too hard. Her hair had fallen in soft waves to her shoulders, and he’d had the strangest desire to reach out and touch it. To feel all that silkiness beneath his fingertips.

She was almost exactly as he remembered, although her daughter looked to be about four now. He was surprised at how many details he seemed to recall about that day he’d helped her—those soft brown eyes looking up at him, the small frame with womanly curves concealed beneath the sundress she’d had on.

At the time he’d wondered what type of bikini she’d had on beneath it, and then he’d scolded himself for even thinking about that. She was a newlywed and young mom, not some pretty young thing to chase after. And, given the circumstances, she’d barely paid him a second glance.

Tonight, however, had been different. She’d met and held his gaze, obviously interested in him, although he’d known it had taken a moment for recognition to spark in her eyes. She’d smiled almost shyly at him after he’d nodded. He wondered if she ate there often and tucked that knowledge away for a later date. He wouldn’t mind running into her again.

Her husband hadn’t been with them tonight, although that didn’t mean he was out of the picture all these years later. She could easily have just been enjoying dinner with a sister or friend while he was at work.

Their kids were close in age, with his son being only slightly older than her young daughter. She’d certainly understand what it was like to be a parent, to be responsible for another human being 24/7. Most of the women he went home with—few as though they were these days—had no idea what it was like to raise a child. Nor did they want to find out.

Why exactly he wanted to talk to this woman more, he wasn’t sure. Just because his marriage hadn’t worked out didn’t mean she was unhappy. She could have ten kids at home for all he knew.

“We’re heading out,” Matthew said, standing to leave with the blonde tucked safely against him. She was practically pawing at his chest, and Patrick could see the envy in the other men’s eyes.

Patrick nodded at them as way of goodbye.

“Us too,” Brent said, setting the redhead down beside him. “I promised this pretty lady I’d show her a good time tonight,” he added with a wicked grin.

Brent received a few howls of approval from his team and some other guys nearby who’d overheard the comment. They raised their beers to him as he and the redhead both laughed.

A few minutes later, Patrick said goodbye to the remaining men on his team and escaped the chaos at Anchors, slipping alone back out into the cool night. For the second evening in a row, he headed over to pick up his son. He had training in the morning with his men, but the weekend was near, and he was looking forward to some much needed time off.

***
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PATRICK CRUISED ALONG I-264 on Saturday morning, admiring the glistening water below. The long stretch of bridge bothered some people who had a fear of heights, but he loved the freedom of sailing over the wide span of river. The only thing better would be to actually be on the water, enjoying the morning sunshine and fresh air in a boat.

When Logan was older, they’d be able to go out on the ocean or one of the local rivers more. He’d teach him to sail, to navigate the waters. They’d jet ski together, too. First the kid had to learn how to swim though. For now, fishing was about as adventurous as they got on the water, and that was fine by Patrick. He had years to enjoy all that the Virginia Beach area offered with his son.

He and Logan had gotten an early start this morning, heading toward a local amusement park outside of Williamsburg and avoiding the traffic that was often at a standstill on the bridge on weekends. He didn’t mind the traffic necessarily, not when you got to sit there and admire the view of the water. It sure beat sitting bumper-to-bumper on any old highway. But the idea of wasting time when they could just as easily leave a bit earlier and bypass the inevitable traffic jam made the most sense. Plus, the amusement park would be less crowded the earlier they got there, and he’d promised Logan a fun day.

His cell rang, and he glanced down to see his sister’s name on the screen. She lived in nearby Norfolk, and although they didn’t see each other too frequently, they managed to get together at least once every month or two when he was in town.

Pushing the button for speaker, he answered.

“You’re back!”

“Yeah, I just got back a few days ago. Didn’t you see my text?”

“I’m just excited is all.”

“Logan and I are headed to an amusement park for the day.”

“He’ll love that. Do you guys want to come over for dinner tonight?”

“Sure, I guess we could. I can’t really offer to bring anything though. We’re already driving over the bridge.”

“Just bring yourselves. Call me when you’re on your way—you never know with traffic around here.”

“Sounds great; we’ll see you tonight.”

He hung up the phone and glanced back at his son in the rear-view mirror. It was tough on Logan not knowing how long his dad would be gone each time Patrick deployed with his SEAL team, so he tried to make it up with a fun adventure for just the two of them whenever he returned.

He and Logan both looked forward to those days. He knew it was hard on Logan not having his mother around, and having to worry about his father’s dangerous job, too? That wasn’t something any kid should have to deal with.

A driver in front of him laid on the horn and swerved around a slow-moving vehicle. Patrick applied the brakes and calmly changed lanes, briefly glancing over to make sure there was no problem with the other car.

There’d been a terrible accident on the bridge last year, a five-car collision with one vehicle pushed off into the river below. Two passengers had been killed in an SUV on the bridge, and the man whose car had plunged into the water hadn’t survived either.

It was a horrible story, with dive teams searching several days to recover the body. The accident had caused a traffic back-up for hours, with people trapped in their vehicles on the bridge and unable to go anywhere, stuck in complete gridlock until the lanes and bridge reopened.

Emergency crews had been able to drive along the shoulder to attend to the victims, but the entire clusterfuck made him realize why some people were wary to ever travel across the bridge and tunnel stretch of the highway. There was little way to avoid it living near the beach, though, unless once you arrived, you never left.

“Dad, can we go on the biggest roller coaster today?” Logan asked excitedly from the back seat.

“We’ll have to see how tall you are, buddy.”

“Am I big enough?”

“Maybe so. We’ll measure you when we get there, all right?”

“Yes! I want to ride them ALL.”

“We’ll ride what we can. How does that sound?”

“Awesome. Thanks, Dad.”

They spent the morning on all the rides Logan was old enough for and then grabbed some hotdogs and funnel cakes for lunch. Logan eagerly slurped down his soda, his eyes wide with excitement, while Patrick enjoyed a frosty mug of beer as they sat in a shaded area.

The place was already packed, and he figured they’d hit a few more rides before calling it a day. With the lines growing, they wouldn’t be able to get to everything Logan wanted, but the poor kid was already looking tired. It was a lot of walking around for a six-year-old boy. Patrick had a feeling that by the afternoon he’d be carrying Logan to the parking lot, completely exhausted from all the excitement.

His CO had warned the team yesterday that they may have to deploy again in the coming week, so Patrick wanted to get in as much quality time as he could with Logan. It was unusual but not unheard of that they’d be called up again so quickly.

Luckily, Logan’s grandparents were close by and able to watch him, but it almost made Patrick wish to be married again someday, to have a wife and mother to care for Logan when he couldn’t. Almost.

That line of thinking wouldn’t get him anywhere, because he knew for a fact that he was better off alone. Watching his ex-wife suffer from cancer was almost more than he could bear, and he was certain that he’d never let a woman get into his heart that way again. Hell no, he and Logan were doing just fine.

Another ten years or so, and his son would be off with his own friends on the weekends, having fun and getting into trouble like all teenagers. He probably wouldn’t even notice when Patrick wasn’t around.

The time they had together now was theirs alone, and Patrick would do anything to protect that. His son needed to be shielded from getting hurt again just as he did, and if that meant living his life alone, protecting them both from the inevitable hurt that went along with loving someone, then so be it.



Chapter 4

––––––––
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REBECCA CHASED AFTER her daughter as they ran to the playground down by the beach on Sunday afternoon. She was glad she’d worn flat sandals, otherwise she’d have no chance in keeping up with her active four-year-old.

Gone were the days of strolling down the boardwalk in sundresses and cute wedge sandals, grabbing a drink at one of the bars. Even walking hand-in-hand along the water with a man was a long-forgotten memory. Those days felt like a lifetime ago, but she wouldn’t change anything for the world.

Her weekend with Abby had already been filled to the brim with kid-friendly activities: a birthday party for a preschool friend, kite-flying on the beach, and brunch with her parents in Williamsburg earlier that morning.

She’d been terrified as always driving over the bridge as they headed back home, but traffic was light on Sunday morning, and since it was a clear day, she’d managed to calmly drive across while only gripping the steering wheel somewhat tightly.

Okay, maybe she’d held it in a death grip, but they’d made it across, hadn’t they?

“I wanna swing!” Abby shouted as she raced toward the swing set.

“Wait for me!” Rebecca chastised, hurrying after her.

A family with two little boys was over near the slide, but otherwise, they had the place to themselves. Rebecca hoped the busy day would mean Abby went to bed early that night. She had some depositions to read through in preparation for a hearing later in the week and didn’t relish the idea of a late night. She’d had enough of those recently, thank you very much.

After an hour spent running around outside this afternoon to wear her out, she’d be able to tuck Abby into bed as soon as dinner was over.

“Can I swing, too?” a little boy asked a few minutes later.

“Of course,” Rebecca said, moving aside so that the child could climb onto the other swing.

“Watch me!” Abby shouted.

Abby had finally mastered the ability to swing by herself, without Rebecca pushing her “faster, faster!”

Rebecca enjoyed the few moments of respite as she watched her daughter, thinking of how quickly things had changed in such a short time. One minute she’d been nursing an infant in the quiet confines of her home and the next she had an active preschooler, shrieking wildly with glee. Abby would be driving before she knew it, she thought.

“Logan, don’t forget to say ‘please,’” a deep voice behind her said.

Rebecca jumped, startled, at the low rumble that somehow worked its way inside her, twisting her up in knots and setting her whole body alight with awareness. She turned around and her eyes widened in shock at seeing the man from the other night here, on the playground of all places.

He was larger than life, standing well over six feet, and practically oozed testosterone from his pores. The guy was ripped, evident even in the navy blue tee shirt and cargo shorts he wore. The tee hugged his broad chest, showing off large pecs and wide shoulders. His biceps bulged beneath the sleeves, and Rebecca had to force herself to meet his cool blue gaze to keep from ogling him.

The guy looked like he should be jumping out of airplanes or something, or at the very least engaging in some sort of outdoor activities with his buddies. But standing here on the playground? Not exactly.

She wondered who he was to Logan. An uncle, maybe? She didn’t get the fatherly vibe from him, whatever that was. And he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. Not that she’d looked.

“We meet again,” he said, gazing down at her with an unreadable expression.

“So we do. Is he yours?” she asked, gesturing toward Logan.

It wasn’t a strange question; she asked other parents all the time which child was theirs. Her mystery guy only raised his eyebrows.

“That’s my daughter, Abby,” she said, hoping to smooth over whatever misstep she’d made. He’d almost looked offended by the question.

“Yes, that’s my son, Logan.”

“I remember you. You helped me change my tire.”

“I don’t recall helping you so much as changing it myself.”

Rebecca’s mouth dropped open, taken aback, but then she realized he was just teasing her. He had a really subtle way of flirting, if that’s what he was doing.

He looked so stern and serious, it was hard to get a read on him. She saw a flicker in his eyes that let her know he was just giving her a hard time. The corner of his mouth hitched slightly, and she was certain that a blush was creeping over her skin.

“Well,” she said smoothly, recovering. “Thank you for your assistance, nonetheless.”

“I’m Patrick,” he said, extending a large hand toward her.

“Rebecca.”

She took his hand and jolted in surprise at his warm, sure grip. His hands were rough, slightly calloused, and as he held her much smaller hand in his, she could tell he was holding back, not squeezing it nearly as tightly as he usually would when meeting someone.

She could see all the tendons and muscles in his thick forearm and knew this guy could probably annihilate anyone in a few seconds. He was positively lethal, but something about that attracted her to him even more.

She felt safe with him, like nothing bad could happen to her or her daughter. He’d helped her, years ago, when he had absolutely no need. She’d been with her baby for heaven’s sakes; it wasn’t like he’d expected her to fall into his bed after assisting her with the flat. He was just...a good guy.

No, “guy” was too mild of a word for him. He was a rock-solid man, with pounds of muscle and strength tightly leashed beneath all that smooth, tanned skin. Skin she wouldn’t mind running her fingertips over, truth be told.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said in a low voice.

“Likewise. I suppose you’re in the military?”

“What gave you that idea?”

She looked at him quizzically and then realized he was teasing her again. Nothing but his eyes gave it away, and she flushed. She actually flushed beneath this man’s gaze.

He cleared his throat and answered, putting her out of her misery. “I’m a Navy SEAL.”

“That makes sense,” she mused. “What happened to your arm?” she asked, noticing the stitches.

“A little souvenir from a recent mission.”

“It sounds dangerous.”

“We’re well-trained.”

“Mommy, can I go on the slide now?” Abby asked, jumping off the swing.

Rebecca cringed as Abby sailed a couple of feet through the air, but her daughter landed safely. She noticed Patrick watching her closely, too, apparently ready to intervene if necessary.

“Sure, go on, sweetie.”

“I’m not scared of the slide at all!” Logan yelled, running after her.

It never ceased to amaze Rebecca how quickly kids could make friends and bond with one another. Here she was still exchanging pleasantries with Patrick and their kids had already each made a new friend.

“How about you?” Patrick asked in his quiet way. “What do you do?”

“I’m a divorce lawyer.”

Patrick tensed noticeably, his jaw tightening, but quickly recovered. “Are you married?” he inquired.

“I was,” she hedged.

“Divorced?”

Wow, he was nosy, but maybe it was just professional curiosity since she’d just told him she was a divorce lawyer. Wouldn’t that be ironic, the divorce lawyer who was divorced herself? It was certainly not unheard of, but still. There was some humor in that notion.

Of course, he wasn’t wearing a ring but had a kid, so there was always the possibility that he’d been married once. No wonder he didn’t like divorces.

“No, uh, my husband was killed last year. Car accident,” she added, without really knowing why. She didn’t need to explain herself to this man. In fact, she usually offered as little information as possible. Reliving that nightmare wasn’t something she’d wish on her worst enemy.

“I’m sorry.” His eyes softened slightly, but before she could respond, they were interrupted by screams from Abby.

“A bee! A bee!” she shrieked from the top of the slide. Logan quickly slid down, running away, but Abby stood at the top, waving her arms frantically and wailing.

“Hang on!” Rebecca called out, rushing over. “Slide down!” she said, reaching her arms up to attempt to guide her.

“Mommy!” Abby cried. “Take me down!”

“Sweetie, I can’t reach you,” she said, blowing out a breath in exasperation. “Just come down the slide. Or wait there for me to climb up,” she added, glancing over at the ladder.

“I got her,” Patrick said easily, suddenly appearing at her side. He was a good foot taller than Rebecca and could reach Abby from where he stood.

Rebecca watched as his large hands grasped her daughter beneath the arms, and he plucked her off the playground as if she weighed nothing at all. Abby whimpered but didn’t protest, and within seconds, she was wrapping her arms tightly around Rebecca’s legs as Patrick set her down.

His hand accidently brushed against Rebecca’s bare thigh, and she flushed at his warm touch. He seemed momentarily startled as well but quickly recovered and stood to his full height, which was rather imposing now that he was standing only a few inches away.

“There was a bee!” Logan shouted, pointing to where they’d just come from.

“They won’t hurt you,” Rebecca said. “They’re just looking for flowers, not kids.”

“I hate bees,” Abby said, still crying.

Rebecca crouched down and brushed some of the hair back from Abby’s face, wiping away her tears. “How about we go for ice cream now?”

“Yeah.”

“I want ice cream, too, Dad,” said Logan.

“Let’s go now,” Abby pouted, pulling away from Rebecca and looking across the street at the ice cream parlor. There were plenty of ice cream shops along the boardwalk, but because that one was right next to the playground, Rebecca had made it a tradition of taking Abby there after playing on the weekends. 

Patrick looked between Rebecca and her daughter. “Mind if we join you?”

“Oh, of course not,” Rebecca said, slightly taken aback. That was about the last thing she’d expected to come from his mouth. In fact, if he’d asked her to spend the afternoon bungee jumping with him she’d probably be less shocked.

She took Abby’s hand as they started to walk across the street, and a feeling of warmth surged through her at the idea of spending a little more time with Patrick. It wasn’t like they were going on a date or something—they were taking their kids for ice cream for heaven’s sake. But with his big, muscular body walking right behind hers, alerting her to his presence more than anyone she barely knew had a right to, a variety of feelings washed over her—attraction, interest, comfort.

Thank goodness she actually looked presentable, having fixed herself up for brunch earlier. She’d switched into shorts for the trip to the playground, but she had on a pretty top that highlighted her curves and had taken the time to apply some light makeup. 

Patrick grabbed the door handle as she reached for it, pulling it open and gesturing for them to go ahead. She tried not to flinch as she walked past him, every nerve in her body suddenly tingling in awareness. Damn. He even smelled good, too.

Was he trying to kill her with his manners, good looks, and body worth drooling over? Oh, and not to mention a career sought after by many men. How many guys dreamed of becoming Navy SEALs one day? Most never would.

Plus, he was spending the afternoon with his kid at the playground. If she actually dated anymore, this guy would practically be the total package.

She ordered a kid’s sundae for Abby and a cappuccino for herself, thinking the caffeine would do little to calm her frayed nerves. Oddly enough, she hadn’t felt flustered at all until Patrick had shown up. Imagine that. 

Patrick ordered for his son but didn’t get anything for himself. They selected a table by the window and while the kids dug into their ice cream, Patrick and Rebecca sat in comfortable silence as she sipped on her coffee.

“You don’t like ice cream?” Patrick finally asked.

***
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“I LIKE CAFFEINE MORE,” Rebecca said with a laugh. “I certainly will need it tonight.”

Her warm brown eyes glinted in the sunlight, flecked with specks of gold. Her soft brown waves framed her face, and for a moment, Patrick wished they were alone so that he could bend down and kiss her. Her full, pink lips had been taunting him all afternoon every time she opened her mouth. Now, he watched with interest as she sipped her cappuccino, leaving just a hint of pink lip gloss behind on the cup.

She was small, only around five-feet-four or so, with a petite frame and soft, womanly curves in all the right places. And how he’d noticed those curves as he’d watched her—the swell of her full breasts, pushing against her thin top, the shapely legs he’d accidently caressed as he set her daughter down. Hell if he hadn’t wanted to run his hands up and down them, feeling their softness beneath his fingers, making Rebecca tremble at his touch.

And then, when they’d walked across the street? Her firm backside had taunted him as her hips swayed back and forth. What would it feel like to palm her round ass, pulling her tightly against him so that all those soft curves were pressed up against his hard body?

He’d teased her on the playground, not knowing what had gotten into him but unable to stop himself. That wasn’t how he usually operated—if he was interested in a woman, they knew without a doubt what was on his mind in ten seconds, flat.

Granted, the types of women he’d been with in the past he’d met while out at a bar, and they were every bit as interested in a good time as he was. He’d clearly tell them when they’d left it was just for one night, and none of the women he’d gone home with had ever had a problem with that.

But today, with Rebecca? He’d wanted to see how she’d react to him, and once that hint of a blush had crossed her cheeks, he’d wanted to do anything to see it there again. He imagined she’d look like that right after she’d come—cheeks flushed, eyes wide, lips parted. He’d gotten a rise out of her with only a few words, and he knew he could do much, much more with a night in bed together.

Patrick hadn’t even been with a woman in months. He did still slake his need from time-to-time, enjoying the pleasure of a woman only when his son was gone for the weekend at his grandparents.  But while the rest of the guys on his team seemed content to bed a different woman every weekend, he had no interest in that. He had no desire for a relationship either, but something about Rebecca drew him in.

She didn’t throw herself at him like all the other women that he came across did. Certainly not like the two ladies hitting on Brent and Matthew the other night.

Rebecca was sexy and beautiful, but also a lawyer and mother. She had an entire life that didn’t revolve around his being a SEAL. While many women wanted him for that reason alone, she didn’t seem the least bit turned on or turned off by what he did. And wasn’t that a change.

Still, he had to find out why she needed to be up late at night. She hadn’t mentioned having a man in her life, but he had an unreasonable need to find out for sure right then and there. The thought of another man’s hands moving over her lush body, his lips caressing her soft skin, had him seeing red. Not that she was his, but that sure as hell didn’t mean he felt comfortable with her belonging to another. 

“And what keeps you up at night?” he asked huskily, watching her blush again at the sexual undertones of his question.

“Work,” she finally replied, recovering, as she met his blue gaze.

He grinned at her, trying to put her more at ease. “You’re too easy to tease,” he finally admitted. It wasn’t like him to want to put anyone at ease, but something about this woman had him feeling possessive and protective at the same time. Not to mention incredibly, uncomfortably, aroused.

“It’s not nice to tease people,” Abby said innocently, and Rebecca and Patrick both burst into laughter.

“You’re not having any ice cream either,” Rebecca pointed out.

He shrugged, not really caring to explain that he was on a strict training regimen. “So Rebecca,” he said, enjoying the way the sound of her name felt on his lips, “do you and Abby frequent the playground often?”

“Yes!” Abby shouted.

Rebecca smiled at her daughter and looked back to him. “It’s pretty much our Sunday afternoon tradition when the weather is good.”

He considered that, wanting to see her again without knowing entirely why. “Maybe Logan and I will see you here next weekend?”

“I’d like that.”

He stared at her a moment longer than he should have and then stood. “Come on, buddy, let’s get going.”

Logan jumped to his feet, and Patrick rested his hand on his son’s shoulder before meeting Rebecca’s eyes. “Stay safe,” he said, before turning to leave.

He could feel her eyes watching him as they walked out the front door, and it took absolutely all of his strength not to look back.



Chapter 5

––––––––
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“STAY SAFE,” HE’D SAID in that deep voice of his that rumbled right through her until she felt it all the way to her core. Her insides had turned all soft at his low, masculine voice and slightly authoritative tone. His words wrapped around her, and it had felt like warm honey was oozing over her skin when he’d issued his command.

What a strange goodbye—not “see you soon” or even “take care.” Stay safe. With those cool blue eyes boring into hers and that intense, penetrating way he had of looking at her, she imagined a whole lot of ways she wished to stay with him—in his arms, tucked against his hard chest...in his bed.

Not that he necessarily wanted her that way. She’d seen all the women drooling over Patrick and his friends as they’d walked down the street the other night. He had his pick of anyone, and a strong, alpha male like Patrick wouldn’t be interested in an independent woman like herself. She had a career and a child—her own life to attend to. She couldn’t spend her time fawning all over him even if the sound of his voice did turn her insides to mush.

It was just nice to have someone to talk to while their kids played. A man she could carry on a conversation with. And the fact that he was easy on the eyes certainly hadn’t hurt.

She walked briskly through the lobby of the courthouse, putting further thoughts of Patrick and last weekend aside. The hearing that morning had gone well. She’d been well-prepared and could’ve anticipated the outcome even before the judge opened his mouth. The late nights she’d been putting in had been brutal, but once again, she’d succeeded in negotiating a tricky custody battle and gotten what was fair and deserved.

Her client had been granted full custody of her daughter and would be receiving a sizeable alimony and child support payment each month. Since the husband had been cheating on his wife for years, Rebecca didn’t feel bad that things had turned out to his disadvantage. Guys like him deserved all the trouble they reaped.

“Rebecca, thanks again!” her client called out, catching her before she walked out the door.

Rebecca turned and flashed her a smile, hopefully portraying only authority and professionalism. Although she wanted to do a victory dance, to hug the woman she’d come to know and offer her enthusiastic congratulations, she was still in the courthouse. She had her image to maintain.

“Of course,” she said warmly. “You deserve it after the wringer you’ve been put through.”

“I’m just so relieved it’s over.”

“Aren’t we all. Go enjoy the afternoon with your daughter.”

“Thanks, I will. A victory like this deserves a celebration. Care to join us?”

“I appreciate the invitation, but I have to get back to the office.”

“Of course. Thank you again.”

“Be sure to let me know if you need anything.”

The two women said their goodbyes and parted ways, Rebecca heading toward the parking lot. She’d be back at the courthouse tomorrow for a hearing on a different case, and then the weekend would finally be here. She found herself looking forward to it even more than usual, and she knew that had everything to do with the handsome Navy SEAL she’d met.

They hadn’t really made plans per se, but the thought of him at the playground with his son wondering where she and Abby were left a pit in her stomach. Rebecca wanted to spend more time with Patrick, and she felt like he wouldn’t have suggested the idea that they’d see each other again if he had no intention of following through on that.

Still, when Sunday came, and she and Abby made their usual trip to the park for some play time and ice cream, she found herself disappointed that Patrick never made an appearance. Not that he was obligated to—of course not. He’d merely suggested that he’d see her here today. They hadn’t set a time to meet or even exchanged phone numbers.

Despite that, she’d fully expected to see him and his cute little boy Logan. Anything could have come up—maybe they made other plans or Logan was sick. Maybe he’d changed his mind. Her daughter certainly didn’t care and was content to play with the other children there.

It stung just a little bit though, and Rebecca realized that she’d gotten her hopes up at the idea of seeing him again. She’d been looking forward to it all week, even envisioning them grabbing ice cream and coffee again afterward, and Patrick hadn’t even shown up.

She hadn’t imagined the way that he’d teased her last weekend—she knew that. It wasn’t like her to blush so much around a man, but he’d seemed to enjoy it. Something about him got under her skin, making her far too aware of his presence. Making him far too interesting for her to get out of her mind.

But maybe he flirted with any woman. It’s not like he’d pursued her; they’d simply run into one another at the park. Memories of his penetrating blue gaze had her insides warming. And the way his hand had accidentally, innocently brushed against her thigh? She’d spent more than a few nights over the past week imagining his hands all over her skin. Imagining those lips brushing against her flesh. 

Maybe Patrick’s not showing was for the best, anyway. She was far more attracted to Patrick than she should be if they were just friends watching their kids play together. She certainly didn’t need to feel like a teenager with a crush on a guy she could never have.

No, if she ever ran into him again, she’d just be polite but cool. She and Abby had done fine for the past year on their own, and one nice afternoon with a handsome—okay, make that ridiculously hot—Navy SEAL wasn’t going to change that.

***
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PATRICK WIPED THE SWEAT from his brow as his team moved in from their hidden location. They’d been called in to capture a high-value asset and had been quietly sitting in wait for the past thirty minutes, crouched down in the shadows. Their target was finally preparing to exit the building, unaware of the SEAL team ready to swarm in.

Intel gleaned over the course of the last week had pinpointed the target’s location, and within twelve hours, his team had deployed from Little Creek to the Middle East. His men were ready to go at all times, trained to leave at a moment’s notice, but it was difficult leaving his son again so soon. He also knew that Rebecca was probably wondering what had happened to him, and he felt a pang of regret at not being able to meet her today as he’d promised. Or to somehow tell her that he wouldn’t be there.

Okay, so maybe promised was too strong of a word, but he’d planted the suggestion of seeing her again in her mind. A suggestion to which she’d readily agreed. And instead of gazing into those caramel brown eyes right now, watching a flush creep over her skin as he discovered something else to gently tease her about, he was hunkered down in the dirt in his desert camo and combat boots, running on only a few hours of sleep.

The man they were searching for stepped from the doorway, flanked on both sides by bodyguards, but it was too late. Brent and Matthew swooped in from one side, armed with HK416 assault rifles, and Mike fired rounds from the building across the street, taking out both guards. As the man looked up in confusion, reaching for his own semi-automatic weapon, Patrick and Christopher charged forward.

The target was on the ground in an instant. He uttered a string of curses in his native tongue as Patrick forcefully planted his knee in the man’s back, preventing any further movement.

“We have the package,” Christopher quietly said into his mouthpiece.

“Roger that,” came Evan’s voice into Patrick’s earpiece. “I’m on the move.”

Evan raced up in their armored vehicle, and within seconds they’d climbed in and were speeding out of the small town, leaving nothing but dust in their wake as a few women and children looked on.

They’d blindfolded and subdued their asset, one man guarding him on each side. Upon returning to base, they’d hand him off to other members of the U.S. military for questioning and detainment. Patrick’s SEAL team, however, was done. They were trained to work seamlessly as one unit, and once again, the mission had proceeded flawlessly. If all went according to plan, that evening they’d be back on a flight to The States.

“At least I didn’t have to stitch you up this time,” Mike joked with Patrick after they’d returned to base.

“Can’t keep your hands off me, can you?” Patrick muttered.

As if he needed a reminder of the insurgent who’d stabbed him during their last mission. He’d made it his personal goal not to let any enemy combatants get within arm’s length of him this time—save for the prisoner they’d captured, who he’d gladly manhandled as they’d snatched him off the street.

“Easy, boys,” Matthew said as he stripped off his helmet and Kevlar vest. “You know it’s me you can’t keep your hands off of. I have that problem with the ladies, too.”

Patrick bit out a curse.

“Whatever happened to that pretty blonde you took home?” Evan asked, suddenly looking interested. He tugged off his helmet and wiped sweat from his brow, looking at Matthew expectantly. “I bet she couldn’t keep her hands to herself.”

“We had a good time,” Matthew said with a grin. “But now it’s on to bigger and better things.”

“Would DD work for you?” Brent asked.

“Fuck yeah,” Matthew agreed. “I could work with those.”

Hell. Those guys were damn near impossible to keep in line when it came to women. Not that he hadn’t enjoyed his fair share of the opposite sex in his younger days, but Patrick was the only one of his men who’d been married—and divorced, not that he preferred to dwell on that part. Although he certainly admired the female form, he wasn’t one to brag about his conquests either.

The guys bantered back and forth as Patrick strode off to the side, sucking water from his canteen like it was his lifeline. Damn this dry desert air. No matter how many times they deployed over here, no matter how long they stayed on each mission, he’d never get used to it. To the sand that never seemed to go away no matter how hard you tried to scrub it off. To the heat that seemed to suck your very soul dry.

Hell if he couldn’t have been enjoying a nice afternoon with his kid and Rebecca right about now. She was probably pissed as hell that he’d said they should meet today, and he hadn’t been there. Or upset that he’d stood her up. Shit.

He hadn’t mentioned Rebecca to any of his team. Not that there was much to tell at this point, but he had a strong, urgent need to see her after having been unable to meet her today. Patrick didn’t owe her anything, but he at least wanted to explain that he’d been kept away by circumstances beyond his control. That he would have much preferred a nice afternoon in her company—with or without the kids.

She hadn’t given him her last name, but there couldn’t be too many divorce lawyers in the Tidewater region named Rebecca, could there? She’d be easy enough to track down even without relying on his vast network of contacts acquired over years in the military. And if push came to shove, he’d find her by other means.

One thing was for certain—he couldn’t imagine not seeing her again.



Chapter 6

––––––––
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REBECCA PICKED UP HER office phone on Tuesday afternoon, repeating “hello” several times, much to her irritation. There was no one there, just silence and dead air. She’d gotten a hang-up earlier in the day as well, but the call was blocked, so she wasn’t able to see who was trying to reach her.

It was possible they were trying to contact one of the other lawyers in her firm and weren’t expecting her to answer, but you’d think they’d apologize for calling the wrong number or ask to be connected to the appropriate party.

When her phone rang again a few minutes later, she glanced at it with a resigned sigh, but was relieved to see that this time a number with a local area code was displayed. Hopefully the other caller wouldn’t bother her again.

“Rebecca Mayes.”

She grabbed the legal pad sitting at the edge of her desk and a pen, ready to take notes on whatever inquiry the caller had. She received calls from new clients every day, seeking advice on legal counsel. Some only spoke with her briefly before deciding to contact another attorney, but most people sought her out specifically and wanted to set up a meeting.

After all, she was a well-known divorce attorney in the region who had a record of obtaining what was fair and deserved for her clients. Although she had a full plate the moment and was unable to take on any new clients until summer, perhaps she could direct them to another attorney at her firm. Or convince them to take a meeting with her at a later date.

“Rebecca, hi, this is Patrick Foster,” came a deep voice from the other end of the line. “We met at the playground a week ago.”

“Patrick?” Rebecca asked in surprise as her pen fell to her desk, her mind whirling with reasons as to why he’d be calling her. “Of course I remember you. Wait, you didn’t just call and hang up a minute ago, did you?”

“Call and hang up?”

“Never mind. Someone called my office a couple of times earlier today but kept hanging up.”

“Do I strike you as the type of man that would do that?” he asked in complete seriousness.

“What? No, of course not. It’s probably nothing.”

“If they keep calling, you should have the call traced. It could just be some kid fooling around, but you never know.”

“Right, I’m sure they have the wrong number. It was just unusual, and then you called somewhat out of the blue, but anyway.... What can I do for you?”

She was surprised to hear from Patrick at all, quite frankly. Not that she was extremely difficult to track down. Her name and photo were prominently displayed on the firm’s website, and there were only so many divorce attorneys around. She briefly wondered how long it had taken him to locate her, and the idea of Patrick spending the time to seek her out sent a thrill of pleasure through her that she couldn’t quite explain.

He could have just as easily come back to the playground or ice cream shop one weekend in hopes of spotting her again. Or, of course, shown up when he’d said he would. Evidently he wasn’t one to do things the easy way.

“I hope you don’t mind my calling you at work. I wasn’t sure how else to get a hold of you.”

“It’s fine,” she assured him.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t able to meet you this past weekend. My team got called up, so we weren’t around.”

“Oh, right,” she said, a feeling of surprise and relief washing over her. He had wanted to see her again. Their flirtations the week before hadn’t all been in her head. “I’m sure that happens all the time.”

“Sometimes,” he agreed. “We have to deploy quickly when needed. It’s what we’re trained to do. But I want to see you again. And I wanted to apologize for not being there on Sunday. I know we didn’t have explicit plans, but when I say that I’ll be somewhere, I keep my word.”

“It’s no problem. I mean, I hoped to see you again, but I realize things come up.”

“Let me take you to dinner. Any chance you could find a babysitter for Abby on Friday night?”

Rebecca’s heart stopped as her mind processed his request. Was he asking her out on a date? Or was this just some sort of apology for standing her up? There were certainly worse ways to spend her time than in Patrick’s company for a couple of hours. But she didn’t exactly want to get her hopes up either, thinking he was interested in taking her out when it was really just an apology of sorts. Not when she found him so insanely attractive.

Plus, she usually relied on her parents to watch Abby on the rare occasion she went out on the weekend, and they’d be out of town, heading down to North Carolina for a few days.

“Rebecca?” he asked when she hadn’t responded.

“Sorry, I’m here. I’d love to have dinner with you, but I usually have my parents watch Abby, and they’re out of town for the weekend.”

“Of course,” Patrick said, clearing his throat. “I shouldn’t have assumed you’d be available.”

“Maybe the following weekend?”

“That’d work,” he agreed. “Of course, I’ll have to wait that much longer to see you again, but I can be patient.”

Rebecca laughed. “Well, I’m not sure if you’re up for it, but I promised to take Abby to the beach this weekend. It’s supposed to be pretty warm for this time of year. I don’t suppose you and Logan would be interested in joining us?”

“Logan would love that,” Patrick agreed, his voice low. “And since I’d love to see you again, we’ll both be pretty happy.”

Rebecca laughed again, feeling herself flush. What was it about this man that made her blush like a schoolgirl whenever he spoke? She certainly hadn’t acted that way around her husband, even though they’d been madly in love. Theirs was more of a best friend type of companionship, whereas with Patrick? He blew her away.

Patrick’s ability to tease her seemed to bring all sorts of feelings to the surface that she hadn’t experienced since she was young, pining away after her first love. And the fact that the man was smoking hot? Yeah, just imagining him on the other end of the phone line had her stomach fluttering and toes curling in excitement.

“I’d still like to take you to dinner one night.”

Warmth surged through her, and she couldn’t suppress her smile. Thankfully they were talking over the phone so he didn’t see her grinning like a complete idiot. “How about we make dinner plans when we see each other this weekend?”

“That sounds perfect.”

They exchanged contact information, and by the time Rebecca hung up the phone, her hands were shaking. What had she just agreed to? She hadn’t been out on a date with a man since her husband died. She rarely even went out with her friends since she had a daughter to care for. How would she explain Patrick showing up at her home to take her to dinner? Abby would be really confused at his arrival, especially since they were getting together with the kids this weekend.
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