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      She never expected a marriage of convenience to give her everything she ever wanted…love, family, happiness. But a threat from her past could change everything.

      

      When Addison Wentz agreed to a marriage of convenience, she thought it was a reasonable, rational decision. After all, her new husband was already a friend of sorts. He’s also kind, respectful—and a badass Navy SEAL with excellent health insurance, which she desperately needs for her twelve-year-old daughter, Ellory. In exchange for coverage, she’ll help Ricky foster three small children from the Ukraine. But just a month into their arrangement, Addison also discovers that Ricky’s sweet, supportive, a wonderful father to all four kids…and the sexiest man she’s ever met. Suddenly, she’s in danger of doing the one thing not allowed in her situation: falling in love with her husband.

      

      Ricardo “MacGyver” Douglas thought his fake marriage was a win-win. Addison got healthcare for her daughter, and he got a mother for the three children he hoped to adopt. Never in a million years did he think he’d be lucky enough to choose the one woman who’s actually perfect for him in every way. Addison’s an amazing mother, a savvy businesswoman, a supportive Navy wife…and she turns him on with a single glance in his direction. The ink’s barely dry on their marriage license before there’s no longer anything “fake” about his feelings for his new wife. But how to convince her that he wants to change their arrangement into something very real?

      

      Addy and MacGyver are barely beginning to explore what could be, when her past rears its ugly head, bringing a little more chaos into their lives…and attempting to break up their newfound family for good.

      

      **Protecting Addison is the 5th book in the SEAL of Protection: Alliance Series. Each book is a stand-alone, with no cliffhanger endings.
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      Ricardo “MacGyver” Douglas rolled over and glanced at the clock on the small table next to the bed. It was half past three in the morning, and he was wide awake. And the reason was sleeping next to him in his bed. Rolling his head the other way, he looked at his wife.

      His wife.

      That was still so weird to say. Well…to think. He’d been married to Addison Wentz for a month now, and he’d honestly been surprised when she’d said yes to his proposal. It wasn’t romantic. They weren’t in love. It was strictly a wedding of convenience for them both. He needed her to help him care for three children he’d rescued during a mission, and she needed him for the health insurance she could get from the Navy as his wife.

      He hadn’t thought much about what would happen after he’d brought her and her twelve-year-old daughter to his home, but he should have. Things were pretty crowded in his small house. He bought it when he’d first moved to Riverton, California. It had three bedrooms, which seemed positively huge when it was just him. He’d had plenty of room for his hobby of tinkering with electronics and building things from random metal, plastic, and ceramic crap.

      Now that there were five additional people living under his roof—four of them children—he’d had to clean up his house, put most of his stuff in the garage, and somehow make a comfortable home for the three orphans from Ukraine he hoped to adopt…as well as a wife and an almost-teenager.

      Ellory, Addison’s daughter, was in one room with Yana, who’d recently turned five. The boys—eight-year-old Artem and seven-year-old Borysko—were sharing the other room. Most mornings, MacGyver found Yana in one of the beds in her brothers’ room. It would take time for her to feel safe in her new environment, and the child psychologist the kids were seeing had told him to not make a big deal out of the sleeping arrangements.

      But it was his own sleeping arrangements that had MacGyver waking up at the ass crack of dawn every morning. Rolling onto his side, he stared at the woman in his bed.

      It was one thing to have a marriage of convenience…to marry Addison for practical purposes on both their parts. It was another to realize, too late, that he was head over heels for the woman.

      He’d always wanted what his parents had. A loving relationship. His mom and dad openly adored each other. It often embarrassed MacGyver when he was a young kid. They were always holding hands and kissing. But before long, his dad became his role model. He went out of his way to make sure his wife was safe, happy, and protected. He stood up for her if a sales clerk was rude or if someone disrespected her. MacGyver had grown up with a desire to be just like him, which was part of the reason he’d joined the Navy. He wanted to protect those weaker than him. Protect his country. He hadn’t planned on being a SEAL, but here he was.

      Blinking sleepily, MacGyver continued to study his wife. Addison Wentz—no…Douglas now—was beautiful. Tall, with curly auburn hair that never stayed confined in whatever barrette or scrunchie she tried to tie it back with. Her forest-green eyes were too serious most of the time. She carried a lot of worry and responsibility on her slender shoulders. From the first moment they met, MacGyver had wanted to take away some of the worry she seemed to be drowning under.

      But underneath all the crippling responsibilities, Addison was a funny, caring, and beautiful woman. One MacGyver was drawn to. He loved that she was the same height as him. He hadn’t even realized he was attracted to tall women until Addison. He could look her in the eye without stretching his neck, she was the perfect height to wrap his arm around her waist comfortably, and when they’d hugged after being pronounced man and wife, he found out exactly how well their bodies lined up.

      And lately, he couldn’t think of anything else.

      Including now. Which meant his dick was hard…as it was every morning. At thirty-three, he’d thought his days of spontaneous morning wood were past him, but he’d been wrong. Sleeping next to Addison, smelling the lemon lotion she used every night before she came to bed, feeling the mattress move ever so slightly when she shifted positions…it all made MacGyver hyper-aware that the woman he wanted more than he was ready to admit out loud was just inches away.

      But they had a deal. In exchange for access to healthcare for Ellory, she’d help him care for Artem, Borysko, and Yana…and help make him look like a better candidate for adoption. That was the extent of their marriage.

      Addison had given him no reason to think she wanted anything from him other than what he’d already provided—protection and safety for her daughter.

      MacGyver inhaled deeply, then slowly let out his breath. Even though his cock throbbed and it was physically painful, he did his best to ignore his body’s reaction to the woman in his bed. He’d never do anything to make her uncomfortable around him. Not purposely. For two full weeks, he’d actually slept on the floor in his own room, just because he could tell she was uneasy sharing the bed.

      MacGyver felt ten feet tall when she’d finally decided it was silly for him to keep sleeping on the floor every night. He didn’t like that the change of heart was largely because she felt bad for being comfortable in bed, while he was on the hard floor. He’d slept in worst places, and had told her as much, but he had to admit he was happy to be back in his own bed.

      But now he woke up every morning, dick as hard as his previous sleeping surface, about an hour before his alarm went off. Part of the reason he needed help was because his days as a Navy SEAL started early. Far too early for the three kids under his care. And getting up even earlier because of Addison? Exhausting.

      However, that was his new normal.

      Besides, being a father was even more exhausting…and MacGyver loved every second of it. Seeing Artem’s eyes widen when he tried Lucky Charms for the first time…Borysko’s enthusiasm when he came home from school excited about something new he’d learned…the relief and pride at seeing Yana gaining weight between her first doctor’s appointment, and the one she’d had the day before.

      The kids were blossoming, and MacGyver knew it was partly because of Addison. She was wonderful with the kids…caring, patient, and compassionate.

      She sighed in her sleep and rolled over onto her side, facing him.

      MacGyver held his breath. Lord, this woman was so out of his league, it wasn’t funny. He was bossy, a loner, and a nerd from his head to his toes. He’d rather spend time alone in his garage, tinkering with his inventions, than be social…even with his SEAL teammates, who were as close to him as brothers.

      Addison was a bright shining light, and he was…What was he?

      MacGyver smiled. He was the power source behind her light. The nerd behind the scenes keeping her plugged in. Kind of like the guy in The Wizard of Oz. The one who ran around behind the curtain fiddling with this, messing with that. Keeping things going.

      It was a silly thought, but one he rather enjoyed. MacGyver would gladly stay behind the scenes, supporting those he loved, letting them have the limelight.

      “What time is it?”

      Blinking, MacGyver realized that Addison had woken up…sort of. She sounded still half-asleep. A pang of tenderness hit him hard. “Too early to be up. Sleep, Addy.”

      Her lips twitched into a slight smile. “I’ve never had a nickname before.”

      “Do you mind? I started calling you that without even asking if it was all right. I can call you Addison,” MacGyver told her quietly.

      But she shook her head. “I like it.”

      “Okay.”

      A beat of silence settled between them. Then she asked, “What’s on tap for you today?”

      “Working out, as usual. Then I’ll come home and shower and help with breakfast. I can take Artem and Borysko to school if you can get Ellory and Yana.”

      “Of course.”

      “I should be home early. We have a few meetings, but Kevlar told us yesterday that we should be done by three.”

      “Cool.”

      “You? What do you have going on?”

      “I have three cakes to make.”

      “Three?” MacGyver asked incredulously.

      “Yeah. I said yes to a last-minute cake because the woman was desperate.”

      “You don’t need to say yes to everyone anymore,” he reminded her gently.

      Addison’s green eyes were steady on his. MacGyver loved this. The intimate feeling of talking in the dim light of the early morning. When the kids were asleep and it was just them.

      “I know. I mean, I forget sometimes that I don’t need to squirrel away every penny just in case. Have I thanked you today?”

      MacGyver shook his head. “Don’t. You’ve thanked me more than enough. We’re moving on.”

      “I just…what you’ve given Ellory and me…it’s…it’s more than you’ll ever know.”

      MacGyver reached out and ran his hand over her head, smoothing her bedhead hair away from her face. He loved touching her, didn’t get the opportunity to do it enough. Her eyes closed as he caressed her. It was all MacGyver could do not to lean forward and kiss her. His desire for her was a physical ache. But he didn’t want to do anything that might scare her, or make her think he was going to take something she didn’t want to give freely.

      “If you weren’t here, Artem, Borysko, and Yana would probably have to be sent back to that hellhole where I found them. So you’re giving me, them, more than you know as well.”

      She smiled at him. A lazy, sleepy smile that MacGyver would give anything to be on the receiving end of every day for the rest of his life.

      “What masterpieces will you be creating today?” he asked, changing the subject back to the cakes she’d spend the day baking.

      “Elsa from Frozen, Jurassic Park, and a fiftieth anniversary cake.”

      “You’ll take pictures?” MacGyver asked.

      She chuckled. “You’ve already seen my Elsa cake.”

      “Don’t care. I’m in awe of what you can do with flour, eggs, sugar, and frosting.”

      Addison’s smile widened. “It’s not that big of a deal.”

      “Are you kidding? You’re a true artist, Addy. What you do…it’s impressive as hell. Not only do you make cakes that should be featured in some decorating magazine—wait, is there such a thing?”

      Addison giggled. “Probably.”

      “Anyway, not only are you a freaking artist, you’re helping families make memories. And that’s something that’s more important than anything else.”

      “Ricky,” she murmured.

      A bolt of heat shot through his chest down to his cock, making that appendage throb all the more. He loved hearing his nickname on her lips. He’d been given the moniker MacGyver because of his ability to put together gadgets to assist him and his SEAL team when they needed it the most. But there was something so intimate about hearing Addy call him by his childhood nickname.

      “I mean it,” he told her. “Growing up with four siblings meant we were always having birthday parties, and my mom went out of her way to make every one special, even with store-bought cookies and cakes. But you making the masterpieces that you do, which not only look amazing but taste good too? The memories for those kids and adults will stick with them forever.”

      “Thanks,” she said softly. “Depending on how Ellory feels this weekend…do you think…would you mind…” Her voice trailed off.

      “Of course I wouldn’t mind,” MacGyver said immediately.

      “You don’t even know what I was going to say.”

      “Doesn’t matter. If she wants to do something, I’ll make it happen.”

      Addison stared at him for so long, MacGyver felt uneasy. He couldn’t read what was going on behind those green eyes of hers.

      Finally, she continued, her words rushed and strung together as if she was afraid he’d say no. “She asked if I’d talk to you about showing her how to jump-start a car. And change a tire. And maybe show her something you’ve made while on a mission that helped save the day.”

      Joy swamped MacGyver. “Of course I will. It’ll be my pleasure.” His mind raced with things he could show her that wouldn’t be too dangerous. “How’s she doing?”

      Addison shrugged. “Okay for now. We’ll see how the new medicine she’s taking works out. We’ve tried so many combinations of things, and they all seem to work at first, then the inflammation comes back.”

      Ellory had Crohn’s, a form of inflammatory bowel disease. It didn’t usually hit children, but she’d started having issues about four years ago. Her symptoms began with cramps, fevers, fatigue, and an extreme amount of weight loss, mostly because eating was so uncomfortable. She’d been in the hospital a lot, had a ton of tests, none of which were cheap, and was still dealing with the horrible symptoms to this day.

      MacGyver had learned a lot about the awful disease, and he was relieved that she’d be able to get more care, now that she was covered under his health insurance. The fact that the girl wanted to spend time with him made him feel good. Really good. It was only a matter of time before her teenage years hit and she’d probably want nothing to do with her nerdy stepfather.

      Addison yawned then and gave him a sheepish little smile.

      MacGyver wanted to kick his own ass. Here he was, having a conversation they should’ve had later, over breakfast. She needed her sleep. Addison worked her ass off now that she had three more kids to look after. She worked all day, baking and decorating cakes, and he was being selfish by wanting to talk.

      “Sleep, Addy. We can talk more at breakfast.”

      “I like talking to you,” she said.

      It was too dark to know for sure, but MacGyver could swear he saw her cheeks darken with a blush. “I like talking to you too. But it’s the middle of the night. You need your rest.”

      “So do you.”

      “Don’t you know? SEALs are immune to needing something so inane as sleep,” he joked.

      She smiled…then did something that blew MacGyver’s mind. She reached out and put her hand over his on the mattress. Then she closed her eyes and sighed.

      MacGyver didn’t move. Not one inch. The warmth from her hand seeped into his. It was kind of pathetic how excited he was over the small touch. But it was the first time since their wedding ceremony that she’d voluntarily touched him.

      MacGyver wasn’t tired anymore. He watched Addison’s breaths deepen as she fell back asleep. He had no idea what the future held for them, but he had no illusions. There was no way Addison would stay married to him. Not long term. This was a mutually beneficial arrangement. Eventually, she’d find a man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with. And while it would gut him, MacGyver would let her go. He wanted her to be happy more than he wanted to force her to stay with him.

      But in the meantime, he’d be the best father he could be. The best husband. He’d make sure Addison wanted for nothing and was treated the same way his dad treated his mom. With Respect. Love.

      MacGyver watched her sleep for as long as he could before turning and shutting off his alarm a few minutes before it was set to sound. The last thing he wanted to do was wake Addison again. He eased out of bed and went into the bathroom to change into his PT clothes. Then he went back into the bedroom, hesitating before walking out the door.

      Taking a deep breath, he padded over to Addison’s side of the bed. She’d turned onto her back and was sleeping soundly. He pulled the blankets higher, making sure she was covered. Then he leaned down and kissed her forehead with a barely there caress.

      MacGyver stared at her for a moment more before turning and striding to the door.
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      Addison Wentz, now Douglas, smiled as she put the plate of pancakes on the dining room table. Artem’s and Borysko’s eyes widened at the size of the stack, while Yana was more interested in combing the hair of the Barbie doll she held. Unfortunately, Ellory was having a flare that morning, so she was still in bed in her room, hoping she’d feel better by the time she had to go to school.

      Every time her daughter cried with pain, Addison wanted to take her place. She’d gladly suffer every one of the symptoms in place of Ellory if she could. Crohn’s was a horrible disease, especially for a young child. Her daughter was dealing with an illness that would never be cured. She’d have to deal with the ramifications of Crohn’s her entire life. It sucked.

      And now that she was in seventh grade, the bullies had decided her daughter made a good target, to boot. She was underweight and hadn’t really started any kind of growth spurt because of malnutrition. She simply wasn’t eating as much as a growing girl should, and it showed in the percentile for her height and weight compared to other girls her age. Crohn’s disease made eating many foods difficult, if not impossible. That made her a target at school.

      She also had the same red hair as Addison. It was beautiful, but anything different, anything that made you stand out in middle school, was never a good thing. Addison had found that out the hard way when she was Ellory’s age too.

      “All for us?” Artem asked.

      His question brought Addison back to the present. “Yes. All those pancakes are for you. But don’t feel as if you have to eat them all. When you get full, we’ll save the rest for a snack after school.” When she’d first met the children, they’d all stuffed themselves to the point of being sick every time they were presented with food. It had taken a while, but it was finally sinking in that they weren’t in a food shortage situation, as they’d been in the bombed-out city where they’d lived back in Ukraine.

      “Yana, you need to put down your doll and eat some breakfast,” Addison said gently but firmly.

      “Barbie,” she said, holding up the doll proudly.

      The little girl wasn’t as proficient with English as her brothers, as the boys had some schooling before war had broken out in their country. Yana had been too young, and therefore had only learned what she’d picked up from Artem and Borysko. She could understand much more than she could speak, but after only a few short weeks in a special program for children with English as their second language—which took place after her regular mornings in kindergarten—she was picking it up quickly.

      “Yes, I see. Barbie is pretty. But you need to eat,” Addison repeated, putting a pancake on a plate and squirting some syrup onto it before pushing it toward the girl.

      Yana looked over at her brothers, who were happily shoveling bites of pancakes into their mouths, and picked up her fork.

      Satisfied the kids were eating, Addison went back into the kitchen to clean up the dishes she’d used to make breakfast and to start prepping to bake her first cake. As she worked, she thought about earlier that morning.

      Specifically, the kiss.

      She hadn’t been fully asleep when Ricky had gotten out of bed to get ready to go work out with his SEAL team. She’d felt the mattress dip as he rose and opened her eyes just in time to see his sculpted backside disappear into the bathroom.

      The man was built—and the more she was around him, the more Addison wanted him. He was everything she’d always dreamed of in a partner. And the way he treated Ellory? That was the icing on the cake.

      When she’d first met him, she was immediately attracted to Ricky. Then, oddly, they’d started running into each other more and more around town…at gas stations, coffee shops. When he ran into her and Ellory at a local diner, and ended up at their table, her daughter instantly liked him. But their relationship was still pretty much an acquaintance. Friendly but impersonal.

      Until one day he went away, gone on another mission, then came home with three kids in tow…and asked her to marry him for their mutual benefit.

      As crazy as it might seem to others—after all, they’d never so much as dated—she hadn’t hesitated to say yes. After years of hospital stays and ER visits for Ellory, Addison was one medical bill away from being homeless, and Ricky desperately needed her help with the kids he’d suddenly found himself parenting.

      They were a month in, and true to their arrangement, Ricky hadn’t once made any kind of sexual move toward her…much to her dismay. Being friend-zoned sucked, but she’d brought it on herself. She was too shy to let him know that she wouldn’t mind being more than friends, more than married in name only. The last thing she wanted to do was ruin the good thing she had. She’d do anything for her daughter. Absolutely anything to ensure she had the medical care she needed. And if that meant living with the man she wanted more than she could remember wanting anything else in the world, and not touching him, she’d do it.

      But this morning…it was the first time they’d shared such an intimate moment. Ricky went out of his way not to crowd her. Not to touch her without her permission. But this morning, in the dim glow of the nightlights he’d plugged into every outlet in his room, he’d not only brushed her hair back from her face, but he hadn’t pulled away when she’d spontaneously put her hand over his.

      And then that kiss…

      After she’d heard the front door shut behind him, Addison hadn’t been able to stop herself from reaching between her legs and pleasuring herself as she fantasized about pulling down the sweats he wore to bed every night and showing him without words how much she wanted him.

      “Addy, milk? Please?” Yana asked from the table. The kids had immediately picked up on the nickname Ricky had given her, and she loved it.

      Shaking herself out of the fog of memories, Addison went to the refrigerator and grabbed the gallon of milk. She refilled the little girl’s cup and topped off Artem and Borysko’s while she was there. She’d just turned to go back to the fridge when the front door opened.

      “Ricky!” Yana yelled, jumping off her chair and running for the man Addison couldn’t stop thinking about.

      He caught Yana mid-leap and lifted her above his head, making them both laugh. He carried her to the table and put her back in her chair. “Doesn’t look like you’ve finished breakfast, little one. How many pancakes have you eaten already, Borysko?” he asked.

      The little boy smiled and said proudly, “Four.”

      “Don’t talk with your mouth full. It’s impolite and gross,” Ricky scolded gently. “What about you, Artem?”

      The other boy chewed furiously, then swallowed before saying, “Six.”

      “Wow. You going to have room for the amazing lunch I’m sure Addy’s made for you?” Ricky asked.

      Both boys nodded eagerly. There was nothing they liked more than mealtimes. Addison smiled from her spot in the kitchen. She was leaning against the counter, watching Ricky with the children. He was so good with them.

      Before she could brace herself, he turned and walked toward her. Remembering what she’d done after he’d left that morning made Addison’s cheeks heat. She forced herself to look him in the eye as he came into the kitchen.

      To her surprise, he leaned in and kissed her cheek.

      “Morning,” he murmured, before turning to the coffee that Addison had brewed earlier. “Mmmmm, hazelnut?”

      Addison swallowed hard and managed, “Yeah.”

      “You spoil me. Us.” His voice lowered. “What fun do you have planned for their lunches today?”

      Addison smiled. “I got some new cookie cutters, so their sandwiches are shaped like dinosaurs today. The cookies are naturally dinosaurs too.”

      “Decorated?” he asked.

      “Is a cookie a cookie if it doesn’t have icing on it?” she retorted.

      Ricky chuckled. Then leaned toward her and whispered, “Any chance there were extras?”

      He smelled like he’d been working out. Like sweat. He even had sand stuck on the side of his cheek. And it took everything within Addison not to throw herself at him. It was going to kill her when the adoption went through and the kids were old enough not to need a nanny. Because why would he keep her around when he didn’t need her anymore? This fantasy she was living of the happy family would end. She had to keep that in mind. Try not to get any more attached than she was already.

      “Of course,” she told him with a small smile. “I know how much you like my cookies.”

      “I love your…cookies,” he said.

      Addison felt as if she imagined the small pause in his statement. Because of course they were talking about cookies, right?

      “Hi, Ricky.”

      Addison turned at the sound of her daughter’s voice. As did Ricky. He stepped toward her and pulled her into a bear hug, lifting her up. That was just one more thing Addison loved about this man. He didn’t shy away from showing her daughter physical affection. And she drank in his attention like she was dying from thirst and he was a tall glass of water. Much like her mom did.

      “How you doin’ this morning?” he asked, putting her down but keeping his hands on her shoulders.

      Ellory shrugged. “I’m okay.”

      “That bad, huh?” Ricky said, not letting her lie about how she was feeling. “You need to stay home today?”

      Addison had asked her the same thing earlier.

      “No. I’m okay.”

      “You want to eat anything?”

      “No,” Ellory said again.

      “Okay, but if you aren’t feeling better by lunch, call your mom. You can’t go all day without getting some nutrients in you. She can bake some chicken for you. Maybe you can try a banana and a protein smoothie this morning?”

      Addison’s heart melted. Ricky had learned so much about Crohn’s since they’d gotten married. He’d researched for hours online to find out what foods were best for Ellory and what to do when she had a flare.

      “Okay,” Ellory said, hugging Ricky once more before heading to the fridge.

      Addison should’ve been surprised at her daughter’s acquiescence. After all, she’d suggested Ellory have a smoothie not twenty minutes earlier but had gotten an unequivocal no in response. But when Ricky suggested it, she was all for it. Addison would’ve been irritated if she wasn’t grateful that someone could get her daughter to eat. She was underweight and needed all the calories she could get.

      “Ricky?” Ellory said, turning away from the fridge.

      “Yeah, El?”

      “You stink,” the almost-teenager said bluntly.

      Ricky laughed. “Yeah, well, that’s because Kevlar thought it would be fun for us to do burpees in the sand this morning. I hate those with a passion.” Then he growled and hunched over and stomped toward Ellory with his arms out, as if he was some sort of sand monster.

      Ellory screeched and yelled, “Stay away from me, smelly-man!”

      Ricky laughed. “You weren’t telling me to stay away a second ago,” he said.

      “Whatever.”

      It was such a teenage thing to say, Addison couldn’t help but chuckle. “Don’t forget to fill your water bottle before you leave. And drink as much as you can throughout the day.”

      Ellory rolled her eyes once more and mumbled again, “Whatever, Mom.”  Then she took her smoothie and banana, went to the table and sat next to Yana and Borysko, and immediately began talking to them about school.

      Addison was grateful her daughter had taken so well to the children. She could’ve been resentful they were taking some of her mom’s time and attention away from her, but she wasn’t. She seemed happy they were there, and grateful for the distraction they gave her from the constant pain she was in most of the time. And while Addison had been afraid she’d hate having to share her room with a five-year-old, to her surprise, Ellory seemed to love having Yana around. She was a huge help with the kids, if nothing else by keeping them occupied. Artem and Borysko loved to talk with her, loved to practice their English, and Yana was content to play with her dolls with Ellory.

      “You good?” Ricky asked, bringing Addison’s attention back to him.

      “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked, genuinely curious.

      “Because you’re cooking for six now, running kids around everywhere, still working full time, and doing all the laundry, cleaning, and dealing with the state when they unexpectedly show up to check in on the kids.”

      “I’m fine,” Addison told him honestly. “Why? Is there something I’m doing that I shouldn’t be, or not doing that I should be?”

      “No!” Ricky said almost forcefully. “This…it’s just a lot. And I want to make sure you’re okay with it all. I don’t ever want you to feel as if I’m taking advantage of you or not doing my part. I want this to work, Addy. And it won’t if you don’t tell me when you’re unhappy.”

      There. That. Only one of the reasons he was such a good man. And would make some woman an amazing real husband one day. “Honestly, I’m fine. You do a lot, Ricky. You do all the grocery shopping, you work full time too—in a much more stressful job than I have, I might add—and when you’re here, you do as much as possible to help out.”

      “Well, if there’s anything else I can do, please let me know. I don’t ever want you to feel as if you’re the only parent.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Good. Now, I need to shower. I have it on good authority that I stink,” Ricky said with a small chuckle.

      “It’s not that bad,” Addison blurted, then immediately blushed.

      “Glad you think so,” he said. Then he shocked the crap out of her by leaning in and kissing her on the cheek once more.

      She could smell the coffee on his breath before he turned and took his cup with him and walked out of the kitchen. He stopped by the table and touched each of the younger kids on the head, saying something in a low voice that Addison couldn’t hear. He squeezed Ellory’s shoulder before disappearing down the short hall toward their bedroom.

      Once he was gone, the electricity in the air seemed to dissipate. It had always been like that when Ricky was around. He lit up whatever room they were in and made everything seem so…exciting. It should’ve been exhausting, but instead it was thrilling.

      By the time Ricky returned, he was freshly showered and wearing his blue naval camo uniform. It was all Addison could do not to jump him right there and then. There was just something about his uniform that made him even more attractive than he was before…and that was saying something.

      “Better?” he asked Ellory, holding his arms out, as if for her inspection.

      To Addison’s amusement, Ellory walked up to him, leaned in, and sniffed. Then she pulled back and smiled. “Better,” she agreed.

      Ricky laughed and pulled her against his chest for another long hug. Then he took hold of her shoulders and looked down at her with a serious look on his face. “You sure you’re okay to go to school today?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You don’t hurt?” he asked.

      “I didn’t say that,” Ellory said with a shrug.

      Her response made Addison’s heart ache. There was nothing worse than knowing your child was in pain and not being able to do anything about it.

      Ricky obviously felt the same way, because he frowned.

      But Ellory being Ellory, she patted his chest and said, “But it’s not awful today. I’ll be all right.”

      “You take your meds?” Ricky asked.

      “Of course.”

      The girl had a litany of medicines she took to try to keep her Crohn’s under control. Antibiotics, an anti-inflammatory, an acid-reducer, and an immune system suppressant to reduce the swelling in her intestines. Addison hated that she was so young and taking so many medicines, but they really did seem to help. Besides, the next step was surgery, which wouldn’t cure her but might keep the worst symptoms at bay for a while. But the thought of anyone slicing into her baby was abhorrent.

      “Right. If things get bad, don’t hesitate to call your mom or me,” Ricky told her.

      Ellory rolled her eyes. “I know.”

      Her daughter was growing up before her eyes. Addison didn’t know whether she should reprimand her for being disrespectful or laugh at the exasperation in her tone.

      “I know I’m not your father, but I care,” Ricky told her seriously.

      Ellory tilted her head as she stared at the man in front of her. “Why?”

      “Why do I care?”

      “Yeah. Like you said, you aren’t my dad. And you haven’t known me or my mom very long.” Her voice lowered, so the three other kids couldn’t hear. Addison herself had to strain to hear what she was saying. “And I know you married my mom so she could have insurance for me, and you could have a babysitter for the others. So…why do you care if I hurt or not?”

      Addison’s gut clenched. She hadn’t really wanted Ellory to know the circumstances behind her marriage, but she also didn’t like lying to her daughter. So when Ellory approached her one night, wanting to know why she’d married Ricky when they hadn’t even dated, Addison was completely honest. Well…as honest as she could be, leaving out the part about loving the man.

      “I did not marry your mom for those reasons alone,” Ricky told her.

      Addison held her breath.

      “Yes, us being married made things easier in regard to you getting the healthcare you need. And yes, having her here is a tremendous help with Artem, Borysko, and Yana. But I married your mom because I like and respect her. We’ve actually known each other a while now, and there wasn’t anyone else I even considered marrying.”

      It was kind of a non-answer, but it still made Addison feel warm and gooey inside.

      “Do you love her?” Ellory asked almost nonchalantly.

      The warm feeling disappeared in a puff of smoke. She wanted to rush over to where her daughter was standing with Ricky and laugh off her question. She both wanted to hear his answer and was terrified of it at the same time.

      His gaze lifted at that moment and met her own. Addison swallowed hard as she stared back. He only looked at her for a heartbeat, but it felt as if something momentous happened in that short span of time.

      “Your mom is one of the most generous, talented, and beautiful women I’ve ever met. She would do anything for you, for her friends. She puts everyone else first, even if it means she goes without. She’s got more love in her little finger than many people have in their entire bodies. I would bend over backward for her. I’ll protect her, and you, with every breath in my body. And before you ask why again, it’s because she’s got a pure soul. And she makes me a better man. If that’s not love, I don’t know what is.”

      Addison felt as if she was going to pass out. People had told her she had pretty hair, that she was lucky she had such a slender frame, that she was nice. But what Ricky just said? It floored her. He hadn’t come right out and said he loved her, but obviously he’d satisfied Ellory. Because she nodded.

      “Okay?” Ricky asked.

      “Okay,” Ellory told him.

      “No more talk about doubting whether I care about you or your mom, all right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Will you help get Yana ready for school while I talk to your mom real fast?”

      “Sure.” Ellory spun toward the table and held out her hand to the little girl. “Come on, Yana. Do you want to wear your Elsa shirt or the Little Mermaid?”

      “Elsa!” Yana practically shrieked.

      Ellory laughed and headed down the hall toward their room hand-in-hand with the little girl. Artem and Borysko had finished putting their dirty dishes in the dishwasher and ran down the hallway more rambunctiously than the girls had, pushing and shoving each other to try to be first to get to their room to grab their backpacks.

      Addison knew she and Ricky only had a couple of minutes before the kids would be back, and they’d all have to leave to get to school on time. She held her breath as Ricky walked toward her.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Addison frowned, her brows furrowed.

      “I didn’t mean to overstep there. I just…I hate thinking of her in pain. I hope you aren’t offended by what I said.”

      That wasn’t what she was feeling. “Offended? No, not at all.”

      “Good. I respect you, Addy. So damn much. You’ve stepped into this role without any hesitation. Taken on me and the kids as if you were born to it. I couldn’t do this without you. Most of the time I feel completely out of my element. I can shoot my way out of a dangerous situation, MacGyver my way out if I’m trapped, and basically kick ass when it comes to anything related to the military or electronics. But three kids? I don’t know what I was thinking. Am I doing the right thing? Would they be better off in their own country, surrounded by their own culture?”

      Addison reacted without thinking. She stepped toward Ricky and put her hand on his arm. “You’re an amazing father. Artem looks up to you so much. I don’t know if you realize it, but his eyes are always on you. He watches you, and whatever you do, he does. This morning, you told Borysko not to talk with his mouth full, and Artem, who’d been doing the same thing all morning, immediately chewed and swallowed before he spoke.

      “And Borysko, he’s blossoming under your care. When I first met him, he was shy and looked to his brother for reassurance. Now he’s gaining confidence and actually making some decisions on his own. And Yana has you wrapped around her little finger.” She smiled. “She’s also so darn smart. And I can’t even begin to express everything you’ve done for Ellory. You’re doing the right thing, Ricky. I promise.”

      His shoulders relaxed, as if he’d needed to hear her words. Addison wanted to kiss him so badly, but she refrained…barely.

      “And you?” Ricky said with a grin. “Do you regret marrying me?”

      That was an easy question. “No.”

      “Good. You ready to be seen with me in public?”

      “What?”

      “Public. You know, outside this house? Since we got married, we haven’t done anything together. Some SEAL friends of mine are having a get-together. I thought we could go.”

      Addison licked her lips nervously. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be seen with Ricky in public. It was more a self-preservation thing on her part. The more she integrated into his life, the more it would hurt when he got permanent custody of the kids and decided he didn’t need her anymore. She was aware those kinds of thoughts didn’t paint Ricky in a very flattering light, but she didn’t think he’d want to be with her if and when he no longer had to.

      He took her silence for a refusal and hurried to continue speaking, to try to convince her. “It’s an informal thing. Wolf and Caroline never had children, but they love their friends’ kids as if they were their own. They have these get-togethers all the time so they can get their kid fix. It’ll be crazy. The kids are older now but they still run around like hooligans. The grownups sit around and drink beer or sodas and catch up with everyone’s lives. It’s laid-back and a chance for everyone to talk about stuff other than work.”

      “Of course I’ll go,” Addison told him, reluctantly giving in.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. Everyone’s gonna love you.”

      “You have told them that we’re married, right?” she asked a little hesitantly.

      He looked confused. “Of course I have.”

      “Oh.” For some reason, Addison thought he was keeping their marriage a secret.

      “My team knew the day after it happened. They weren’t thrilled with me for not inviting them, but they also understood that it could be overwhelming for you and Ellory. They’ve been bugging me to introduce them ever since. And of course, the ones with girlfriends have let them know about us, and now I’m also being badgered by Remi, Wren, Josie, and Maggie too.”

      Addison knew all about his SEAL teammates. Ricky had no problem talking about them. It was obvious he respected and liked them a hell of a lot. Which wasn’t exactly a surprise, since they went into life-or-death situations together. She’d heard all about how he’d come to meet Artem, Borysko, and Yana in Ukraine, how scary their situation in the war-torn country had been, and how they’d come to be in the States because Borysko was shot when Ricky and his teammate and Maggie were rescued. The story was frightening. Hearing about what Maggie had been through was equally terrifying.

      Addison wasn’t anything like what she imagined Maggie to be, and the thought of having to figure out what to talk about when she met the woman scared the crap out of her. But she was Ricky’s wife, and she knew that came with certain obligations. So she’d go to this get-together, do her duty, then hopefully not have to do it again for a long while.

      “Anyway, it’ll be great. It’s a potluck, so we’ll have to come up with something to bring, but we can worry about that later.”

      Addison smiled. Now that was something she could take care of without any issues. “I can make something,” she told him.

      “Are you sure? I figured you bake so much for work that you wouldn’t want to do it for this. We can stop at the grocery store on the way and grab some cookies or something from the deli.”

      Addison widened her eyes and gasped in mock outrage. “Store-bought cookies? Over my dead body!” she exclaimed dramatically.

      Ricky chuckled, and the smile on his face transformed him from handsome to drop-dead gorgeous. “Right.”

      “When is the thing?”

      “This weekend.”

      Addison nodded. “Okay.”

      “Are you saying that because you think it’s what I want to hear, or are you really okay with going?” Ricky asked.

      He was so astute it was almost scary. “I’m a little nervous, but these are your friends. I want to meet them. And it’ll be good for Ellory and the others to hang out with new people.”

      “Great. I’ll let Wolf and Caroline know. And the girls too.”

      “The girls?”

      “Wren, Josie, Remi, and Maggie. They’ve been driving me crazy, texting and wanting your number. Is it okay if I give it to them?”

      “I guess. But I don’t have a lot of time to be on the phone,” Addison warned him.

      Ricky didn’t look concerned. “They’re text people. It’s their preferred mode of communication. You can respond whenever you have time.”

      Addison relaxed a little. She hated talking on the phone. Many times she didn’t know what to say and those awkward silences made her cringe. “Okay.”

      “Okay.”

      They stared at each other for a beat, and Addison could’ve sworn that he was leaning toward her before Artem and Borysko burst into the room, arguing with each other in Ukrainian.

      “English,” Ricky called out gently.

      Mid-argument, the boys switched to English. It was still a bit broken and stilted, but they were getting better by the day. It was astonishing how fast they were picking up the language.

      Any intimate moment she and Ricky might’ve had was lost as Ellory and Yana joined the others. Addison quickly grabbed her purse and headed for the door with Ricky and the kids. She would drop off Ellory and Yana, as their schools were close together. Ricky took Artem and Borysko. They were currently going to a private school for kids who were learning English as a second language. They were the only ones there from the Ukraine. Most of the kids spoke Spanish, but there were a few who spoke Farsi, Korean, Tagalog, and even one little girl who was from France.

      The kids ran to the vehicles to get themselves strapped in. After Addison locked the front door behind her, Ricky touched her arm. As she turned to look at him, he was already leaning in to kiss her. His lips brushed against hers in a short, chaste kiss. It took everything in Addison not to reach up and trace her lips reverently.

      “I’ll touch base at lunch. See how everything’s going. If you need anything in the meantime, don’t hesitate to text me. I’m in meetings most of the day, but nothing so important I can’t get away to talk if you need me.”

      He always made it clear that if there was any kind of emergency, he’d be there for her. It was comforting. Addison had gone through too many health scares with Ellory by herself not to realize what a gift Ricky gave her with his reassurances. “All right.”

      “Want me to bring anything home for dinner?”

      “No. I’m going to make chicken for Ellory, since she’s having a flare. I thought I’d make lasagna for everyone else. That all right?”

      “I can’t remember the last time I had homemade lasagna. That sounds perfect. But I hate that Ellory has to have bland food while the rest of us eat pasta.”

      “I know, but she’s used to it. And more importantly, she doesn’t miss the rich food that we can eat. She knows it’ll just make her feel horrible later.”

      “Still. That sucks,” Ricky insisted.

      “It does.”

      He sighed, then nodded. “Have a good day, Addy.”

      “You too.”

      He smiled at her, then stepped away and headed for his Explorer. The boys were already in the backseat with their seat belts on.

      Four. That’s how many times Ricky had kissed her today. Three more times than he ever had before. The one and only other time had been their wedding day. She had no idea why he was suddenly so affectionate…but she liked it. A lot.

      He waved at her once more before he pulled out of the driveway and headed down the street. Addison backed out and headed in the opposite direction.

      All in all, her life was going really well. Which worried her, because in her experience, just when things were going well, life seemed to throw her a curveball.

      Hoping she was past that, she concentrated on the traffic. She had two girls to get to school and three cakes to bake. She had no time for curveballs.
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      “I still can’t believe you’re married, man,” Safe said with a shake of his head.

      The SEAL team was sitting in a small conference room waiting for their commander to join them to discuss their next mission.

      “Right? I mean, we haven’t even met this chick,” Flash complained.

      “So? You aren’t married to her,” MacGyver told his friend.

      “I know, but we want to make sure she’s good for you.”

      MacGyver snorted. “Good for me? She’s way out of my league. If anything, I’m not good enough for her.”

      “Now that’s bullshit if I’ve ever heard it,” Kevlar said. “You’re the best of this bunch, MacGyver.”

      “Hey! I resent that,” Smiley bitched.

      Everyone laughed.

      “But since you’re all so concerned, I’m bringing her and the kids to Wolf’s house this weekend.”

      “Awesome!”

      “Sweet!”

      “About damn time!”

      Everyone seemed excited that they were finally going to get to meet the mysterious woman he’d married.

      “How are Artem, Borysko, and Yana doing?” Preacher asked. He’d been with MacGyver when they’d met the children in the Ukraine. He’d seen firsthand their horrible circumstances, and was the only one of the team who’d had any inkling of MacGyver’s plan to marry Addison to help gain custody of the kids. Of course, he was as surprised as everyone else that it happened so quickly after they’d gotten home from that mission.

      “They’re good,” MacGyver said. “I spoke with Artem and Borysko’s teacher the other day, and she said she’s never seen kids learn so quickly. And their math skills are way above normal for kids their age.”

      “That’s great. So they’ll take after their dad,” Blink said. “Since you’re a genius when it comes to engineering stuff.”

      “I don’t know about that. But I’m relieved. I was afraid they’d been so traumatized by what happened to their parents, their village, all of it, they wouldn’t be able to settle in,” MacGyver said.

      “Their sessions with the psychologist are going all right?” Safe asked.

      “Yeah. I don’t know all the details, but the woman says that mentally and emotionally, they’re healing well.”

      “And Yana?” Blink asked.

      “She’s adorable,” MacGyver told them. “This morning, she was totally decked out in her Elsa gear.”

      “You’re spoiling her,” Kevlar warned.

      “Yup,” MacGyver said, with no hesitation and a huge smile on his face. “I sure am.”

      “They’re lucky,” Smiley said.

      “No. I’m the lucky one. I never really thought much about being a father. It wasn’t anything I particularly aspired to be. But now? I can’t imagine my life without them,” he said.

      “I can’t wait,” Preacher said. “I know Maggie isn’t that far along, but I’m more than ready for that baby to get here.”

      “It has a bit longer to marinate,” Flash reminded him.

      “I know. And that sucks.”

      Everyone laughed again.

      “Any plans for you guys to have kids?” Flash asked Kevlar, Safe, and Blink.

      “We want at least three,” Blink said. “With hopefully one set of twins, since they run in my family.”

      “We also want them, but Wren and I are enjoying our time together for the moment,” Safe said.

      “Famous last words,” Smiley said with a chuckle. “You say that, and then—BAM. Preggo.”

      Everyone talked over each other, agreeing.

      “Kevlar? What about you and Remi?” Flash asked.

      “Yeah. We want at least one. Maybe more. We might adopt, like you, MacGyver. Maybe take in a foster. A kid who needs someone to love him or her.”

      “With all the time you spend volunteering with the Girl Scouts, I can see you with several little girls,” Safe told him.

      Kevlar smiled. “Yeah.”

      “Right, so everyone wants kids except me,” Smiley said. “They’re smelly, loud, and take up way too much time.”

      “You might change your mind when you meet someone,” Kevlar said. “I didn’t think much about kids until after Remi and I got together.”

      “I don’t think so. I mean, I like other people’s kids, but I don’t really want any of my own.”

      “What if you find a woman who wants, like, ten kids?” Flash joked.

      “I’d like to think that when I do find someone who can put up with my grumpy ass, that we’ll be on the same page about something so important. If we aren’t, I’m not sure I’d fall in love with her in the first place.”

      “I don’t think it works like that,” Kevlar said seriously.

      Smiley simply shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t think it’s going to be an issue anyway. I have a feeling I’m going to be the single one of our bunch. I’ll be the annoying uncle who takes all your kids and teaches them bad words, how to do doughnuts in a parking lot, how to sneak out of their houses, and how to shotgun a beer.”

      “That’s it, you are officially not allowed anywhere near Artem or Borysko. Or my daughters, for that matter,” MacGyver said.

      “Daughters,” Flash said with a shake of his head. “It’s so hard to wrap my head around any of us having children. And an almost-teenager? It’s mind-blowing.”

      Everyone nodded.

      “How’s Ellory doing? She’s got that bowel thing, right?” Safe asked.

      “Crohn’s disease, yeah. And she’s okay. Today wasn’t a good day. She puts on a brave face, but I can always tell when she’s hurting. It sucks, because there’s nothing any of us can do to make it better.”

      “But now that she can get consistent healthcare, that’ll help, won’t it?” Kevlar asked. “I mean, that’s why Addison married you, isn’t it?”

      For some reason, his friend’s words hit MacGyver wrong. “Well, she wouldn’t have married me if she didn’t like me a little…at least, I’d like to think that.”

      “Of course she wouldn’t,” Preacher agreed immediately. “Look, I’m not an expert on women, not even close. But it wasn’t as if marriage was her last resort. You told me that you offered to help pay for Ellory’s treatments even if she didn’t marry you.”

      That was true. After MacGyver had asked Addison to marry him, he’d promised that even if she said no, he’d still help with Ellory’s medical care. He’d met the girl several times and genuinely liked her. He couldn’t stand the thought of her not being able to get the help she needed because Addison couldn’t afford it. Yes, he needed help with the kids, but he never would’ve pressured Addison to do anything she didn’t want to do.

      “We’re hoping the doctors at the base hospital will be able to regulate her meds so she doesn’t have so many ups and downs. Her doctor has scheduled an upper GI series to see if he can spot anything new on the scans,” MacGyver told his friends.

      “Ugh. That’s where she has to drink that nasty stuff that’ll make her insides light up when she goes through the machine, right?” Smiley asked.

      MacGyver couldn’t help but laugh a little at that. Before meeting Ellory and reading up on Crohn’s, he probably would’ve described the procedure the same way. “Yeah. She drinks a mixture with barium in it, and it’ll make her GI tract light up in the x-rays.”

      “And that’ll help figure out what’s wrong?” Kevlar asked.

      “Well, the doctors pretty much know what’s wrong, but it’ll pinpoint where the inflammation is and maybe how to help relieve the pressure.”

      “Sounds like you have a plan. And the other kids are doing good. How are you doing?” Kevlar asked.

      Glancing at his friend, MacGyver frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “You’ve had a lot thrown at you in a very short period of time. Three traumatized kids—one of which is still recovering from being shot—an almost-teenage stepdaughter, a new wife, a full house…it’s a lot. How are you dealing with it all?”

      MacGyver took a moment to really think about his friend’s question. To his surprise, he realized that while he felt as if he was busy every moment of the day now, and he didn’t have any of the free time he used to have to tinker with his electronics and junk at home, he wasn’t unhappy about any of it. “I’m good,” he said with a small shrug.

      “Really?” Safe asked.

      “Really,” he confirmed. “I work hard all day, then go home and Yana runs toward me yelling my name, as if it’s been years since she’s seen me instead of hours. Artem and Borysko talk over each other in their eagerness to tell me about their day, what new words they learned. The house smells like food that Addison’s been cooking for dinner, and the baked goods she makes for us are the icing on the cake, literally. And when I can make Ellory smile through her pain, my day is pretty much made. I go to bed every night exhausted but…fulfilled. Which is an amazing feeling.”

      “Damn, I think I’m jealous,” Flash mumbled.

      “Happy for you,” Kevlar said.

      “Thanks.”

      “Can’t wait to meet Addison,” Preacher said. “Is she ready for the girls?”

      MacGyver snorted. “Is anyone ever ready for the girls?”

      “They aren’t that bad,” Kevlar protested, defending his wife and the others.

      MacGyver simply raised a brow at his friend.

      “Okay, they can be a lot, but it’s just because they’re so eager to make friends. To make others in our circle feel welcome.”

      “I warned Addy that I was going to give you guys her number to pass on. We’ll see tonight how she feels about the unofficial-official SEAL welcome to the team,” MacGyver said.

      “It’ll be fine,” Safe said confidently.

      “Maggie already told me that she’ll be so happy to have someone to talk to about her pregnancy, you know, since Addison’s had a baby of her own. She’s super nervous and she’s still only in her first trimester,” Preacher said.

      “I’m sure Addy will be happy to talk to her about her experiences,” MacGyver reassured his friend.

      The door opened and their commander strode into the room, a stack of papers in his hand and a small frown on his face. He looked serious. It was obviously time to get to work.

      MacGyver usually had no problem switching gears in his head from his new family to work. But today, no matter how hard he tried to focus completely on the mission they’d likely be leaving for in a few weeks, Addison wasn’t far from his mind. He wondered what she was doing, if the girls had texted her yet, how the cake decorating was going, if she’d heard from Ellory. It was a buzz in the back of his mind. Not fully distracting him from the work at hand, but sort of like being under a thick, fuzzy blanket on a cold winter’s day in front of a fire. Comforting. Soothing. Heart-warming.

      He had no clue a family could be such a grounding force. And Addison was the person holding them all together. Of that he had no doubt. Yes, the kids enjoyed being around him and loved when he arrived home each evening. But Addy was the one who kept them on track. Feeding them, waking them up and getting them ready for bed…the glue that held them all together.

      And MacGyver had no clue how to let her know that he wanted more than a marriage of convenience. The last thing he wanted was to mess up what they had. If he moved too fast, he could scare her. Or make her back out of their agreement. He needed to go slow.

      He’d let down his guard this morning and hadn’t been able to stop himself from kissing her—four freaking times. It was less than he wanted and more than he should’ve done. But he consoled himself with the reminder that she hadn’t pushed him away. Hadn’t asked him not to take such liberties. Granted, the first kiss, she’d been asleep. Then he’d caught her by surprise the next two times. But that last one, when his lips had touched hers…It had taken all his control not to grab her around the waist, pull her against his body, and kiss her like he’d dreamed of doing. Long, hard, and deep.

      His commander cleared his throat loudly, and when MacGyver looked at him, he realized he’d spaced out there for a moment. He nodded at his superior officer and pushed his carnal thoughts about his wife to the back of his mind. Okay, maybe she was fully distracting him. He needed to concentrate. And he couldn’t do that if he was thinking about how good Addy would feel against him, under him.

      Jesus. There he went again. He was like a teenage fucking kid again. Unable to think about anything but sex. When and if the time was right, he’d let Addy know how he felt about her. How he really felt about her.

      It was difficult not to simply say “yes” when Ellory had asked if he loved her mom. Maybe someday he’d be able to say the words to Addy’s face. To let the world know exactly how he felt about his wife. That he hadn’t married her simply to make it easier to adopt Artem, Borysko, and Yana. But for now, he’d bide his time.

      First, they needed to get through the party at Wolf’s house, then Ellory’s medical procedure, then their first deployment together, meeting his parents and siblings, and whatever else might arise. If all that went okay, he’d slowly begin letting Addy know that he wanted a real marriage. That he wanted to hold her against him all night, instead of simply sleeping beside her. That she meant more to him than a means to an end.

      No mission had ever been more important than winning Addy. Than making her his wife in all the ways that mattered.
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        * * *

      

      Addison wiped her brow with the sleeve of her shirt and smiled at the cake she’d just finished decorating. Two down and one to go. Baking the cake was the easy part; making sure it looked perfect and was just what the client wanted was the more difficult job. The most rewarding part was the gasp of delight that her customers let out when they first saw their cakes. It made all the hard work worth it. And when they shared pictures of their cakes on social media? That was validation of the blood, sweat, and tears she put into making each one perfect. It also didn’t hurt that she usually got a few inquiries from each post from potential new clients.
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