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      Temptation doesn’t play by the rules…

      Navy SEAL Kyle Matthews will do whatever it takes to avenge his brother’s death. And he’s not alone. He and his beautiful sister-in-law, Natalie, are after the same thing… with one important caveat. He wants the terrorist behind Nick’s murder dead. She wants him in custody. They’re headed for a clash.

      Kyle respects his brother’s memory, so it’s hands off when it comes to Nick’s widow—no matter how tempting he finds her. But she has a different plan…

      As an intelligence expert, Natalie knows how to keep a cool head in stressful situations. But nothing prepared her for the sizzling attraction she feels toward Kyle. He’s a driven, powerful man, built for action. And Natalie has some very steamy action on her mind. When push comes to shove, though, duty has to come before anything else. Their very lives depend on it.

      Her heart will just have to wait…
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      “I need two blow jobs and a screaming orgasm, please!”

      Kyle Matthews glanced over at the scantily clad waitress who’d yelled the order at the overworked bartender and snorted.

      Living up to the name of this not-so-fine establishment on the outskirts of Nashville, Tennessee—Double D’s—the gal met his gaze and gave him a naughty grin. “And what can I get for you, stud?”

      “I’m good.” He raised his half-full bottle of ale in her direction. “Thanks, though.”

      “No prob.” She smacked her gum, giving him a slow once-over, her earrings dangling against her bleached-blond hair. The smoky air smelled of stale alcohol and dying dreams, and some loud, obnoxious music throbbed over the club’s sound system. The waitress placed her drink order on her tray, winking at Kyle over her shoulder. “Just let me know if you need anything else. My name’s Kiki.”

      He gave a short nod, then refocused on the nondescript black door near the opposite end of the bar. That door was the reason he was here.

      The sign beside it said the manager’s office was back there, but from the intel he and his team had gathered about this place, there was more behind that door than employee files and pay stubs. There was, in fact, a secret storeroom for Coran Williams.

      Coran Williams. Eccentric billionaire. Publishing magnate. Traitor.

      After making his fortune as a defense contractor, Williams had, apparently, gotten frustrated with the limits of what diplomacy and military force could accomplish in the war against terror. A self-proclaimed patriot, he had decided that he would be the one to secure America’s interests around the world. He would fight against the terrorists protected by alliances and backroom deals, hidden away where America’s might couldn’t legally pursue them. By his reckoning, the need for action justified his choice to…color outside the lines.

      Williams invested in bribing, blackmailing, and manipulating classified information out of various government and military sources, then used the info to draw in terrorists—luring them out of their caves and bunkers and hidden compounds. And once they’d taken the bait—in the form of e-readers preloaded with classified, encoded intel—he’d use tracking software also on the devices to target their locations, and his team of mercenaries would strike.

      Williams thought that his actions made him a hero. Kyle thought they proved that Williams was unhinged and dangerous, knocking out terrorists with no more care or consideration than a toddler showed knocking down a tower of blocks. His strikes were badly planned—they screwed up foreign relationships, endangered peacekeeping efforts, and killed a whole hell of a lot more people than just terrorists. The most recent strike had taken out two dozen schoolchildren who had the bad luck to be too close to the bomb Williams’s men had set. And the man expected to be praised for what he’d done. Asshole. Kyle was glad Williams was in jail, even if he’d already sung like a canary to bargain his way out of the truly hard time he deserved.

      To Kyle, Williams’s most egregious crime wasn’t his callousness but his arrogance. He’d thought that he held the strings, that he could control what happened. He hadn’t counted on one of his faithful henchmen not being faithful at all. Disgraced CIA agent Miles Arrieta had started out working with Williams, but he’d apparently decided somewhere along the way that it paid better to screw the good old U S of A and side with the terrorists instead. When Williams went from funding Arrieta to pursuing him as a target, things had gotten truly ugly.

      Wanting to send the message that he wasn’t to be fucked with, Arrieta had threatened one of Williams’s sources: a CIA agent who not only leaked information to Williams but also hid it, carefully encoded, in the manuscripts she penned that were loaded on all those e-readers. The woman who published under the name N. T. Smalls.

      Her real name? Natalie Matthews. Kyle’s sister-in-law. And when the initial threats against her didn’t get the desired results, Arrieta took things one step further and had Natalie’s husband killed to drive the message home.

      Nick Matthews. Kyle’s big brother. His hero. His best friend. Fucking murdered in cold blood, just to send a message. The mere thought of it was enough to make Kyle want to set something on fire.

      Preferably Arrieta.

      That was why he was here. Kyle and his team had chased leads all the way here to Nashville, to the innocuous-seeming storeroom where Williams was said to have stashed some of his most valuable secrets. Rumor had it there were all kinds of tech goodies inside, perhaps even the missing laptop they were looking for—its hard drive rife with all sorts of details about Miles Arrieta and his band of lying, cheating, murdering scumbags.

      It was information that needed to be uncovered now, because the intel also told them that Arrieta planned to unleash a computer virus on the world on Patriot Day, September 11. The virus would take down the World Wide Web, sowing chaos and confusion and leaving the world vulnerable and exposed for whatever Arrieta had planned next.

      The date was just a week away. So, if that laptop was in there, Kyle planned to walk away with its data tonight.

      He took another swig of beer and glanced toward the door again. One of the busboys, a smallish kid with a black baseball hat and a neon pink Double D’s T-shirt, fumbled with a bucket of dirty dishes and a full bag of trash. Normally, Kyle wouldn’t have thought much about it, except the entrance to the kitchen was across the crowded room. What the hell was the kid doing lingering near the storeroom?

      The busboy stood in the shadows, face hidden by the brim of the baseball hat. The only lighting was the glare from the crackling neon signs above. Something about the kid’s stance—rigid, tense, skittish—put Kyle on high alert.

      After downing his beer, Kyle tossed a ten-dollar bill down on the bar top before sliding off his stool and moving slowly through the crowd toward that door.

      Drunken patrons milled about ahead of him, blocking his way. By the time he’d pushed through the crowd, the busboy was no longer in sight—though the tub of dirty dishes sat on the corner of the bar and the bag of trash beside the door. Discarded…as if they’d been nothing more than props.

      Kyle tried the door handle. It was locked. Of course. Careful to avoid nosy onlookers, Kyle pulled a small leather pouch from his jacket pocket and picked the lock. The black door cracked open, and a sliver of dim light winked out, beckoning him closer.

      After a final glance around the bar, Kyle slipped inside, closing the door behind him. The noise and chaos outside dulled to a background roar as he made his way down a short hall, past the dark, deserted manager’s office on the right and toward another door near the back. A bright strip of light shone from beneath the doorframe. Scuffling sounds drifted from inside.

      Well, crap.

      Seemed Kyle wasn’t the only person interested in getting inside that secret storeroom.

      His mind ran through a list of who else would want to get their hands on what Williams might have hidden away inside that space—though he already had his suspicions.

      The list of possibles was long. Terrorists, foreign agents, opportunistic criminals—there were plenty who’d happily seize any advantage they could get. It would be faster to gauge who it couldn’t be. Couldn’t be Williams himself—he was still locked down in federal custody. Couldn’t be Michael Becks, Arrieta’s lead henchman. Kyle would love it if the former SEAL was there—he’d love to face Becks down once and for all and vent some of his rage against the man who had likely pulled the trigger on Nick—but Becks had gotten himself arrested for some petty crimes in Florida. He was currently serving eighteen months in a federal penitentiary.

      It couldn’t be anyone there as part of a legit investigation. For all the info Williams had shared as part of his plea bargain, he’d kept his mouth shut about this place. Kyle and the others had had to find out about it through different means. And even if someone in law enforcement had put the pieces together independently, they’d have come in with a warrant and a whole team to search the place top to bottom. They wouldn’t have disguised themselves as a busboy and snuck in.

      So: someone who knew enough about Williams’s organization to be aware of this storeroom, with a motive to get their hands on the data, who was the same size and shape as the busboy Kyle had seen earlier…

      Yeah. There was really only one option.

      Exhaling slowly to settle himself, Kyle grasped the door handle.

      “Dammit.” The curse echoed from inside the storage room.

      A decidedly feminine voice. As he’d expected.

      Kyle reached for his weapon in its holster at his waist and clicked off the safety, easing the door open and peering inside. Boxes and old furniture stacked nearly to the ceiling lined three walls of the small room. A metal filing cabinet sat on a diagonal out toward the center of the space, as if it had just been shoved there. The noises he heard were coming from behind that file cabinet.

      Kyle moved closer, finger poised on the trigger as he aimed his gun at the “busboy” in front of him. Except now the baseball hat was gone, revealing long, russet hair. Hair he was all too familiar with.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Natalie?”
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        * * *

      

      “What the—?” Natalie Matthews whirled around to find the barrel of a Glock 9 mm pointed directly between her eyes. She held up her hands and swallowed hard. “Kyle. This isn’t what it looks like.”

      “Really?” He watched her, his hazel gaze hard as granite. “What do you think it looks like?”

      Good question.

      Natalie should’ve known better than to trust her handler when he’d said this would be an easy assignment. She chewed her bottom lip and narrowed her gaze, trying to find a plausible excuse for her presence that kept her cover intact. She went for the first thing that popped into her head. “I work here now.”

      Nice, Natalie.

      “Right.” Kyle’s flat tone said he didn’t believe her for a second. “I thought you were in witness protection.”

      “Yeah, well. That didn’t exactly work out.” Truth was, she’d never entered the program at all. That had been a charade her handler had manufactured when Kyle and his team had caught up with her while she was on assignment. They’d demanded answers, she’d refused to give them, and they’d turned her over to the authorities. Her handler had stepped in at that point, inventing the witness protection story so no one would question it when she dropped back off the map. But she wasn’t about to tell Kyle that.

      Kyle’s eyes swept her in a slow appraisal, and she felt his attention like a physical touch. It had always been that way where he was concerned. That instant, irrevocable awareness between them, despite the fact that she’d been married to his brother.

      Oh, she’d loved Nick, truly and deeply. But they’d been reckless and naive when they’d gotten together. Her childhood hadn’t been the easiest, and she’d had to work so hard for every little thing. When Nick had come in and swept her off her feet, she’d been overwhelmed. No one had ever loved her like that before. And he was such a good man—the best she’d ever met. She’d thought it was love. It had been love. Just…not quite the passionate, heart-and-soul love a woman should have for the man she married. By the time he introduced her to Kyle and she realized what her heart was telling her, it was too late. She’d vowed that Nick would never know—that she’d be the best wife he could have hoped for. And that, most of all, he’d never realize how drawn she was to his younger brother.

      Nick had been a pretty boy, cover-model handsome with a dazzling smile and perfect hair. Kyle was bigger, rougher, more manly. Although he was two years younger than Nick, people often thought he was the older brother. His nose was a bit crooked, as if it had been broken once or twice, and the planes of his face were too angular for classic good looks. Still, from the cut of his strong jaw to the long, sooty lashes fanned out over his cheeks, he was H.O.T., especially when he was angry.

      Which he was at the moment.

      “I was, uh…” Natalie looked around her. “Just filling out my time card.”

      “Really? Behind the file cabinet?”

      “I dropped my pen.”

      “I see. And you always dress like a guy for your new job?”

      “You never seemed to have a problem with how I dressed before,” she said, brow raised.

      Kyle’s jaw visibly tightened, the corded muscles in his neck straining. “I couldn’t care less what you wear, Natalie. You stopped being someone I cared about the day you decided to take up with that murdering asshole Becks.”

      She flinched. Couldn’t help it. Having to collaborate with the man who’d killed her husband was the worst thing she’d ever experienced. Every second near him had turned her stomach. But she couldn’t tell Kyle that. Not without blowing her cover. She blinked back unwanted tears and squared her shoulders. She didn’t owe this man anything. Any loyalty she had once felt toward him had died that day in DC when he’d called the FBI on her—willingly turning her over to what would be, as far as he knew, brutal interrogation. He’d proven that he didn’t give a damn about her, which meant she’d have to make sure she was just as indifferent to him.

      He didn’t say another word. Neither did she. They just stared at each other across the span of a few feet, divided by hurt and grief and differing loyalties—their own silent standoff smack dab in the middle of Double D’s.

      But then the door to the bar slammed open and voices grew louder in the hall. One she recognized—the bar manager—the other she didn’t. The conversation was muffled, but the manager’s ending words were clear as a bell. “Come into my office, and we’ll discuss it.” Footsteps moved closer to the tiny storage room. “I don’t remember leaving the lights on in there.” The door handle jiggled. “Have a seat. I’m just gonna grab my keys and turn those off.”

      “Dammit!” Natalie hissed.

      “Crap!” Kyle said at the same time.

      His gaze darted toward the door before returning to her. “We need to get out of here.”

      Natalie made a quick decision. Kyle might be a pain in her butt at this particular moment, but he wasn’t a traitor. Most likely they were on the same side. Sort of. She cocked her head toward the corner behind the file cabinet. “There’s a secret entrance over there. I’ll get the door open. You pull the file cabinet back into place after we get inside, all right?”

      They both startled at the manager’s key pushing into the lock, and Kyle shoved her farther into the shadows, clicking on the safety and holstering his weapon. “Fine. Hop to it.”

      Natalie ducked down and darted toward the half door leading into the secret closet behind the storage room, slipping inside while Kyle silently moved the massive file cabinet back into place. Kyle soon squeezed in beside her, his index finger pressed to his lips—as if she needed a reminder to keep silent.

      Outside, the manager kept talking to whoever was waiting for him in his office. The light in the storage room went off, and they waited in the darkness until the door to the hallway closed again. In the tight confines, their mingled breath sounded harsh and the heat of Kyle’s body scorched through her clothes. His scent—soap and musk and clean man—took her back to the days she’d spent on the Matthews family farm in Virginia. Such happy times, before tragedy struck.

      Finally, Kyle fumbled between them and tugged on the string hanging from the ceiling. One bare bulb illuminated the cramped space. Thank God there was a small window up near the corner of the closet for their escape. Otherwise, she would’ve seriously gone into panic mode.

      “You okay?” Kyle whispered, and she nodded, swallowing hard and looking away from him. She was not going to focus on how close he was. No, she was going to do her job, like the highly trained agent she was. And that job was to track down Arrieta and bring him in. To do that, though, she needed to find the damned laptop that was supposedly stashed here. A whole team of techs were waiting back at the Agency to hack into its hard drive to see if they could locate a copy of his purported virus and find a way to counteract it.

      But how the hell was she supposed to retrieve the laptop while maintaining her cover and convincing Kyle that she was nothing more than hired help at the bar?

      “You can drop the act, you know,” Kyle said.

      “Act?”

      He rolled his eyes. “The ‘I’m just a sweet, helpless little waitress’ bullshit you pulled on my brother. I might have bought it in the past, but I know better now. I know what you really are.”

      Natalie sighed. “If this is about Becks…”

      “No, this is about you being a CIA agent,” he said coolly, freezing her in her tracks.

      “Wh-what?” she stammered. “I… Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Wow, you’re a shitty liar.” He frowned, as if genuinely troubled by the thought. “They let you take undercover assignments when you’re this bad at it? How have you not gotten yourself killed?”

      “I am not a shitty liar!” she shot back automatically, her pride stung. “I’ve been working undercover since before we even met, and you never had any idea, so don’t you dare tell me I don’t know how to do my job!”

      “Given the fact that you just admitted you’re an agent, I’d say it’s pretty clear you don’t know how to do your job.”

      Damn, that was a rookie mistake. She knew better. She was better. But something about Kyle got under all her defenses.

      “You watch too many spy movies,” she scoffed, fighting to regain her poise. “Why on earth would you think I was a CIA agent?”

      “The fact that Coran Williams named you as such in sworn testimony as part of his plea deal.” Kyle looked as calm as if he was giving her a weather report rather than tearing apart the cover she’d risked her life to maintain. “He also said that you were on the take, but your handler cleared that up on the official record, confirming that you were on a long-term assignment to unravel Williams’s network of informants.”

      “Coran said…wait, plea deal? He’s been arrested?”

      “Yes. By me and my team.”

      “But that can’t be true,” Natalie argued. “Why wouldn’t I have heard about it?” Surely it would have been on the news. And even if the intelligence community had kept the arrest under wraps for security reasons, her handler would have told her.

      “It’s true.” Kyle sounded bored. “I don’t know why your people wouldn’t have kept you in the loop. Maybe they don’t trust you very much.”

      She winced. That…wasn’t entirely off base. She knew there had been some whispers about whether she was the right person to keep on this assignment after Nick had been killed. People thought she was too overwrought to get the job done. It didn’t help that her longtime handler, the one who had recruited her all those years ago, had recently retired, leaving her working with someone new. They didn’t have a bad relationship, per se, but the trust wasn’t really there yet. It took time to build.

      But still, to keep something like this from her? It seemed extreme.

      “Some other fun facts came out in the testimony, too,” Kyle added, heavy sarcasm overlaying every word.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah. Like the fact that Arrieta threatened Nick’s life months before he was killed. On the one hand, Williams’s testimony cleared me and the rest of the team—no one thinks we’re responsible for Nick’s death anymore.”

      Natalie’s eyebrows shot up at the unexpected good news. In an attempt to keep the investigation of Nick’s death from exposing his own operations, Williams had tried to use his levers of power to get Nick’s team charged with his murder. If they’d taken the fall, everything could have been swept neatly under the rug. When the military didn’t move fast enough at charging them, Williams had used the tabloid he owned to print lies about the team, attempting to convict them in the court of public opinion. It had gotten pretty messy. The worst accusations had been slung at Spencer, the team’s sniper, but Kyle was team leader—he took any attack on one of his men as an attack on him.

      “That’s great,” she said, mustering a smile. “You must be relieved that that’s over.”

      “Relieved?” Kyle barked out a harsh laugh with no humor to it. “On the contrary. Now that I know what really happened, I know how far in advance you were aware of the danger. You could have prevented Nick’s assassination. And you did nothing.”

      Natalie gasped, feeling like she’d been punched in the stomach even though Kyle hadn’t moved an inch. “I-it wasn’t like that,” she argued. “I told you, when you and the guys grabbed me down by the canal. They threatened me.”

      “Yeah, but that was when we thought you were just working with Becks. Now we come to find that you had the CIA behind you the whole time. You had power and authority you could have used to protect Nick, and you just stood by. You didn’t even warn him.”

      “I couldn’t,” she pleaded. “I was being monitored—every phone call, every email. If I’d let even a word slip to him, it could have blown the entire operation, and the higher-ups weren’t taking any chances. I begged them to save Nick. You have to believe me, Kyle. I pleaded with them. I…I wanted them to make him part of the operation—have him fake his death. Then Arrieta and Williams would stay in the dark, and he’d be safe. But they said it was too much of a risk, that he couldn’t be trusted to keep the secret from everyone else—and that it would be too dangerous if all of you knew. I was still trying to convince them all the way up to the day when I was notified that he’d been killed. I swear I tried to save him, Kyle. I swear.”

      “Don’t bother,” he said, his voice low and cold. “Your word doesn’t mean shit to me.”

      Tears sprang to her eyes, but she blinked them back. He’d just see them as another attempt at manipulation.

      “This arguing is pointless,” she said, doing her best to sound calm and detached. “We can’t stay in here forever. Let’s just find what we’re looking for and get the hell out of here.”

      “But we’re both looking for the same thing, aren’t we?” he pointed out. “So which one of us gets it?”

      “Me, obviously.” Why were they even discussing it? “Kyle, I have to turn that computer over to the CIA. You have no idea what’s at stake here.”

      “I know exactly what’s at stake,” he countered. “Better than you do, since you’ve been kept out of the loop.”

      Low blow, even if he wasn’t wrong. “You don’t have the training to handle a virus like this,” she pointed out.

      “Well, I don’t trust the CIA to handle it,” he shot back. “You’re the guys who trained Arrieta in the first place.”

      And that…was also true. She still thought the CIA was the best option for handling this, but it was clear that she wasn’t going to be able to convince him, and he didn’t seem all that hopeful that he’d be able to convince her.

      “Look, we haven’t even found
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