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      Naval Base, Virginia Beach.

      

      Anna was in the mood to let off a little steam.

      Fresh off a two-year deployment aboard the USS Liberty Spear in the sweltering heat of the Arabian Gulf, she was more than ready for a drink. Maybe two.

      The posting had been great for her career—high pressure, high visibility, and just enough danger to keep her on her toes—but it had taken its toll.

      Mentally. Emotionally. Personally.

      And then there was Miles.

      Lieutenant Miles Hanworth. Ship’s navigator and poster boy for narcissistic control freaks. Just thinking about him made her shudder.

      What started as an exciting flirtation had turned into a slow boil of manipulation and gaslighting. Thank God she’d had the sense to pull herself out before it broke her. But walking away hadn't been easy. Especially when it meant giving up her post.

      Still—she’d walked.

      Now she was back stateside for the first time in what felt like forever. Not broken. Just... a little raw. In desperate need of peace, quiet—and a damn cocktail.

      Little Creek was meant to be a brief respite. A month decompressing before a short-term logistics assignment in Africa supporting a SEAL op. Nothing too wild—just supply chains, comms, and satellite surveillance.

      So naturally, when her friend Talia suggested they hit the bar...

      The on-base tavern was packed. The air was thick with humidity and testosterone, loud with the thrum of off-duty sailors and SEALs cutting loose before their next rotation. Anna stood near the back with Talia, sipping a too-sweet margarita and pretending not to cringe at the cover band butchering a Matchbox Twenty song.

      “You need to get laid,” Talia said, not for the first time.

      Anna laughed into her drink. “That’s your solution to everything.”

      “Because it works.”

      Anna sighed. “I don’t know. The idea of being with another guy right now makes my skin crawl.”

      “You’ve just come out of a long, toxic relationship and you need to move on. Think of it as a palate cleanser.”

      Anna snorted. “You’re incorrigible.”

      Talia swept a hand across the room. “There’s plenty of eye-candy here tonight. Any one of them will do.”

      She should’ve rolled her eyes. Instead, she scanned the room, not looking for anything—or anyone—in particular.

      Until she saw him.

      Tall, broad-shouldered, and laughing with a group of guys at the bar. There was something magnetic about the way he held himself. Confident, grounded. He had a navy haircut, chiseled jaw, and his sleeves were pushed up over forearms that looked like they were carved from granite.

      He looked like trouble in all the right ways. The kind of man who knew exactly what he wanted. And how to get it.

      Her body reacted before her brain had a chance to catch up.

      Hmm. Maybe Talia was right. Maybe a palate cleanser wasn’t the worst idea. She deserved a little fun.

      He looked at her once. Then again. Longer this time.

      Anna held his gaze, heat stirring low in her belly.

      Something unreadable flickered in those slate-blue eyes. Then he stepped away from his crew and headed her way.

      Talia gave a low whistle. “He’ll do nicely.”

      “Shut up,” Anna muttered, nudging her.

      Talia grinned. “Have fun. I’m gonna say hi to Blake.” And just like that, she was gone, leaving Anna alone with the incoming missile.

      “Hi,” he said. Simple. Confident. His voice was low, almost lazy—but his eyes held a spark.

      “Hi.”

      “Can I buy you a drink?”

      “That’d be great. Beer, thanks.”

      “You got it.”

      He flagged down the bartender, ordered, then turned back to her. “Don’t think I’ve seen you around before.”

      “Probably not.”

      His gaze slanted, curious now. “You local?”

      “I am. I’ve just... been away for a bit.”

      “College?”

      “Deployment.”

      His brows lifted, intrigued. “So you’re Navy?”

      “Logistics.” She offered her hand. “Good to meet you.”

      “Likewise,” he said with a grin, shaking it.

      The beers landed on the bar in front of them, and he poured hers in a glass.

      “So where’ve you been?” he asked, handing it to her.

      “Arabian Gulf,” she said with a nod of thanks.

      “Interesting.”

      “Is it?”

      “You were on a vessel?”

      She took a sip of her drink. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

      He cocked his head. “Why not?”

      “Personal reasons.”

      “Fair.” He smiled. “So what do you want to talk about?”

      She smirked. “How about you?”

      He spread his arms. “Not much to tell. I’m just your average sailor.”

      She eyed him. “I doubt that.”

      That devilish grin again. “What makes you say that?”

      “Your stance. Your physique. That self-assured, arrogant smile.”

      He laughed. “Damn. You don’t hold back.”

      She laughed. “Sorry.”

      “No, I like it. No point in playing games, right?”

      She studied him. After Miles’s verbal games and manipulations, his directness was refreshing. “Right.”

      He took a slow sip of his beer. Anna admired his chiseled jawline, strong neck, and broad shoulders. “Marine?”

      “Nope.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “SEAL?”

      He set the bottle on the bar counter. “Told you—I’m just a lowly sailor.”

      “Sure you are.”

      That smile turned wicked. Dangerous.

      The music cranked up, and they had another drink. Then another. Cole was attentive—hand resting low on her back, buying her drinks, listening like he actually cared. He introduced her to his buddies, but always kept his body angled toward hers, like she was the only person in the room.

      It was heady. Addictive.

      He was all masculine energy, lean and lethal, and his low, gravelly laugh sent chills racing down her spine.

      So when he leaned in close and murmured in her ear, she didn’t hesitate.

      “Sure. Let’s get out of here.”

      Her skin still tingled from the heat of his hand at the small of her back as they walked out. He didn’t ask where she lived—just steered her toward a beat-up Jeep and drove them to a no-frills hotel just off base. Clean, quiet, discreet.

      Perfect.

      It was she who kissed him first. Shoved him against the wall and drank in the sound of his groan as her fingers slid under his shirt. He tasted like beer and heat and every bad decision she'd ever made.
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      Central Africa. One month later.

      
      The rasping ceiling fan did little to cut through the oppressive heat that clung to the military base. The dusty outpost in the heart of Africa was a world away from the comforts of home, but Cole was used to it.

      For him, this was just another mission.

      He stood at the back of the briefing room, arms crossed, scanning the soldiers as they filtered in, their faces set with the seriousness that came with high-stakes operations.

      At the front of the room, a digital map of the region flickered on a large screen, displaying the rough terrain and locations of known rebel strongholds. The tension was palpable, the air thick with the weight of what was to come.

      Then she walked in.

      The tall, striking woman entered quietly, slipping into a seat near the front. He couldn’t see her face, but her legs went on forever, toned and steady as she crossed the room with the kind of grace that didn’t come from civilian life. Her sleek blonde hair was pulled back into a bun that screamed regulation—clean, efficient, no-nonsense.

      Something about her tugged at him.

      Cole narrowed his eyes, a flicker of recognition firing low in his gut. He shifted, just enough to get a better angle.

      She turned her head slightly. That profile. That mouth. His stomach dropped—and then tightened.

      No way.

      The memory hit him like a gut punch.

      Blonde hair, navy posture, long legs wrapped around him in the dark of a Norfolk hotel. That night was supposed to be a one-off. No names, no numbers. Just heat and escape and the burn of her kiss against his neck.

      But there she was.

      And now, apparently, she was part of his team.

      Fuck.

      
      He’d seen her in passing. How could he not have clocked those legs striding across base? But without actually seeing her face, he hadn’t connected the dots.

      Now he was kicking himself.

      Logistics officer, new arrival.

      He just never thought she’d accept a posting out here. Central Africa was one of the most dangerous, inhospitable places on the planet. Obviously, he should have. He grimaced and ran a hand over his hair. That would teach him to assume things he had no damn business assuming.

      Now his whole body was on high alert.

      He tried to focus on the mission, forced his gaze back to the flickering screen. This was what mattered: the terrain, the objective, the escape plan. Not the ghost of a one-night stand sitting five rows down, looking infuriatingly unbothered.

      Colonel Davidson stepped up front, all business.

      “Alright, listen up,” he barked, cutting through the low murmur of voices.

      Everyone snapped to attention.

      “We’ve received intel that Mbuyi Kasongo, leader of the RAZA rebel faction, has taken four American aid workers hostage. Our mission is to rescue them and then get the hell out.”

      He pointed to a heavily forested section of the map.

      “This is our target. Kasongo’s holed up in a fortified compound in dense jungle. He’s got a small group of loyalists guarding him. The plan is simple. We go in, neutralize the threat, grab the hostages, and exfil clean.”

      Cole leaned in slightly. Simple was always the word they used before everything went sideways. Kasongo was ruthless, smart, and unpredictable. His men weren’t well-trained, but they were loyal—and that made them dangerous.

      Davidson continued, gesturing toward the newcomer. “This is Anna Peterson. She’ll be handling logistics for this mission.”

      She half-turned and gave a polite nod.

      “Anna will coordinate supply drops, manage comms, cover the sat feed, and make sure everything runs like clockwork.”

      “No such thing in the jungle,” Cole cut in before he could stop himself.

      She turned fully this time, her gaze locking with his. He saw the flicker of recognition, the slight widening of her eyes, before she smoothed it over.

      He nodded once. She glanced away.

      Davidson snorted. “As close as possible, Team Leader.”

      Cole stared at Anna from across the room. Same high cheekbones. Same full lips that had bruised his mouth in the dark. She was so graceful, so controlled—but he’d seen the other side of her. The side that had driven him wild. The side he’d made come undone.

      And now she was working with him, keeping this mission on track.

      Cole didn’t like wildcards, especially when they came wrapped in five feet ten inches of hot, blonde complication.

      Everything about her looked tight and squared away—pressed uniform, polished boots, blank expression—but then he caught the subtle gnaw at her lower lip and his body tensed. That night flashed behind his eyes like a damn rerun. He’d felt those teeth on his own lips, he’d heard her moan as she’d lost herself in his kiss, in his touch.

      Goddamn it.

      This was going to drive him nuts.

      Davidson turned to him, saving him from his reverie. “Mitchell, you’re leading the SEAL team. You get in, get the hostages, and get out clean. You’ll be relying on Peterson to keep things smooth. Any questions?”

      Cole shook his head, jaw tight. No questions. Just a thousand complications.

      He cast another glance at her, but she refused to turn around. Instead, she focused on the map on the wall, shoulders stiff and unyielding.

      “Good,” Davidson said. “We move out at 0500. Gear up, stay sharp.”

      As the room cleared, Cole didn’t move right away. He watched her. Watched how she bent over her screen, already absorbing data, completely in her element. Or pretending to be.

      Finally, he crossed the room and approached her.

      “Hello… Anna.”

      She stood, getting to her feet without missing a beat. “Cole.”

      They hadn’t spoken after their one night together. Hadn’t exchanged phone numbers, hadn’t even told each other their names. Both had been content to leave it there. No strings.

      Except she’d
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