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        A Navy SEAL. A one-night stand. The woman he can't get off his mind.

      

      

      Ten years of dedication to the Navy taught SEAL Jon Rudnick one thing—he’s not afraid to risk life and limb for his country. But when navigating military red tape begins to present more challenges than the enemy it makes Jon question his future. So does Alison Cressly, the woman he can’t get out of his head. When Ali’s life is threatened and military rules won’t allow him to intervene, Jon decides it’s time to take back control.

      A team of sexy SEALs, a terrorist threat, and an attraction that can’t be denied. It all comes together in this high action Hot SEALs launch title.
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      The glare of the sun bounced off the hood as Jon steered his truck to the curb and parallel parked in front of his buddy’s place. Cutting the engine, he evaluated the house through the dark lenses of his sunglasses. It was nice. He’d definitely lived in worse. They all had.

      He stepped out of the air-conditioned cab of the vehicle and pocketed the keys. It was hot outside, but not unbearable considering it was summer in Virginia. He’d take sunny and high eighties any day rather than the hundred-and-twenty degrees Fahrenheit that would be waiting for him in Afghanistan.

      Jon moved around to open the passenger door and grab the cold eighteen-pack from the floor. It was going to be a good day. He had cold beer, good friends and Rick had promised them some tasty barbecue.

      Best of all, he was actually stateside for a holiday. It was only Fourth of July—not one of the big days like Thanksgiving or Christmas, both of which he’d spent deployed last year—but it was a federal holiday so officially it counted.

      He made his way up the short path to the front door and, case of beer in his hands, hit the doorbell with his elbow.

      It was a nice change, walking up to a door in daylight and ringing the bell rather than creeping through the dark wearing night vision goggles and blowing the lock. It was the little things such as being able to approach a door and not have to dodge automatic gunfire that a man grew to appreciate after a decade of combat deployments.

      The door swung wide and all six-foot-five of Rick Mann’s hulking frame filled the opening. Built like a linebacker, Rick always had made Jon—whose six-foot-two-inch frame was lean muscle rather than bulk—feel small.

      “Dude, good to see you.” Jon held the beer with his left arm and clasped right hands with his former teammate.

      “You too. I never thought I’d say this, but I actually miss seeing that smart ass face of yours all hours of the day and night.” Rick grinned and stepped back to let Jon inside the front door of the house. “Come on in. The party’s going to be around back on the deck.”

      As Rick led the way through the house, Jon glanced around him. It wasn’t huge, but it was neat and comfortable. A big flat-screen TV hung on one wall of the living room. Just past the living room furniture was an island lined with stools and a decent sized kitchen with appliances that looked to be fairly new.

      Except for an overabundance of floral throw pillows covering the sectional sofa and the room’s two upholstered chairs—a clear sign Rick lived with a female—a man could be very happy kicking back here.

      Jon tipped up his chin and called a greeting to Rick’s sister Darci in the kitchen. With a phone pressed to her ear, she smiled and wiggled her fingers in a wave.

      “Nice digs,” Jon said as he skirted around a dining table and chair on his way to the sliding glass doors.

      Rick let out a huff. “Thanks.”

      He’d sounded less than enthusiastic and as Rick glanced over his shoulder, Jon saw his scowl. “What’s the face for? I meant it.”

      Rick made a face again. “You know this is Darci’s place.”

      “Yeah. So?” Jon asked. “It’s still nice.”

      “I just never thought I’d be living with family at this point in my life. Moving in with my little sister is barely a step up from moving back home with my parents.”

      “Hey, it’s not a big deal.” Jon shrugged. “You only got out a couple of months ago. And it didn’t make sense to buy your own place while you were active duty.”

      Rick’s brow rose. “You bought yours.”

      “Yup.” Jon nodded. “And I’m there less than half the months of the year, but even so, the bills still keep coming every damn month, so who’s the smart one here? You are.”

      It had made sense for Rick to live in the bachelor quarters on base for the months their squad was stateside, and then just move his stuff into storage for the months they were deployed. It would be logical for Jon to do the same, except that he rarely did what was logical.

      Besides, Jon liked coming home to a turnkey condo that was all his. It was far better than being at the mercy of base housing, which had left more than a few guys without a room after returning home from deployment. Real nice welcome home, that.

      Team members without family in the area usually crashed on Jon’s sofa until a room became available for them. Sometimes it took a few days, sometimes a couple of weeks, but Jon didn’t mind the company. At this point, he and the guys spent so much time together he was more comfortable being with them than apart.

      “I guess.” Rick continued to look miserable as he yanked open the sliding glass door leading onto the back deck.

      Rick was obviously experiencing the grass-is-always-greener syndrome. Jon had seen it before. Guys who were in the military dreamed about getting out, while at the same time guys who’d gotten out lamented about how much better things were when they’d been in.

      SEALs were no different than any regular Joe in that respect.

      “I’ve got a cooler full of ice in the shade under the tree. You can put the beer in there.” Rick tipped his head toward the cooler and then reached to raise the cover on a stainless steel barbecue grill. “I gotta check the ribs real quick.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Ribs. That explained the tantalizing scent he’d smelled wafting from the closed grill when they’d stepped outside. Jon sniffed the meat-laden air as he made his way down the steps and across the lawn.

      The yard was nice. Small enough to be easy to keep up, but private thanks to a fence and some well-placed landscaping. So far, Jon saw nothing for Rick to be complaining about. Living here, Rick should be a lot happier than he appeared to be. But to each his own.

      Kneeling in the grass, Jon paused while tearing open the cardboard case. He breathed in the scent of freshly mowed lawn that hit him now that he was away from the smoke of the grill.

      Never mind taking time to smell the roses, after spending so much time in the desert even just the sight of a patch of lush green grass could stop Jon in his tracks. He ran his hands over the shorn blades and felt them tickle his palm. It might be one of the last opportunities he’d have to appreciate things like backyard grass.

      The squad couldn’t tell anyone the exact timing, but barring any last minute changes Jon’s unit would be heading back to the sandbox next week to spend the remainder of the year in the war zone.

      Summer in Afghanistan sucked. But then again, so did winter . . . and the rainy season . . . and fighting season.

      Jon had to think that Rick didn’t know how good he had it.

      Catching himself in a grass-is-always-greener moment, he focused back on his task—stowing the beer in the ice.

      When he got to the last couple of bottles, he closed the lid and carried two longnecks back to the deck. He handed one to Rick, trying not to let his mouth water at the scent of the meat grilling just feet away.

      That was another thing he wasn’t looking forward to—what passed as food in the chow halls of Jalalabad.

      Jon pushed that thought out of his mind and glanced at the near dozen or so folding chairs scattered around the deck and lawn. “Who all are you expecting?”

      “Darci invited one of her girlfriends from work. Brody and Chris just called from the car. They’re on the way over. Grant’s coming with his wife and Thom has his kids today so he’s bringing them, but get this…Zane asked if he could bring a date.”

      “Did he?” Jon’s eyes widened. The week before a deployment was a hell of a time to get involved with a new chick. “Wow. I wonder if it’s that girl he was talking about before the meeting the other day. The one he hooked up with at the bar after the shooting range last week.”

      “I don’t know.” Rick’s unhappy expression caught Jon’s eye.

      Jon reviewed what he could have said to get Rick pissed off and realized that of course Rick hadn’t been at the team meeting or the range or the bar.

      He and Rick would always be friends, no matter what. They’d been together since BUD/S. Surviving something that hard together formed lifelong bonds that could never be broken. Jon had no doubt of that, but Rick leaving the team meant he wouldn’t be there for a lot of things from now on.

      Time for Jon to change the subject. “How’s the new job going?”

      Rick shrugged. “It’s all right.”

      “Just all right?” Jon cocked a brow.

      “I sit on my ass and watch monitors to make sure no crazy assholes try to blow up the nuclear power plant, so yeah, it’s just all right.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad.” Jon tried to sound upbeat while in his head he was thinking that with his attention deficit disorder he’d probably lose his mind if he had to do Rick’s job. Jon needed action. Even the downtime on missions got to him.

      “It doesn’t?” Letting out a snort, Rick shook his head. “I’m bored out of my freaking mind and I swear I can feel my muscles atrophying just from sitting for so many hours a day.”

      Jon laughed. “Yeah, I guess if nothing else the Navy does keep us in good shape.”

      Rick let out a short bitter laugh. “I didn’t appreciate how much until now.”

      “You able to run yet?” Jon asked, eyeing the scar from the surgery on Rick’s knee.

      “Yeah. I can’t push too hard, but I’ve been trying to put in a few miles every day.”

      Another touchy subject—the recurring knee issues that had finally pushed Rick to give the civilian world a try. Ten years in the military had beat the hell out of his body. More than half of those years had been spent surviving the escalated physical demands all SEALs were subjected to, those in DEVGRU especially. The Navy’s Special Warfare Development Group selection and nine-month training course made BUD/S look like a cakewalk.

      Jon needed to come up with some better small talk because so far he’d done nothing but raise topics that upset his former teammate.

      Brody walking around the side of the house with a watermelon on his shoulder and his older brother Chris, directly behind him carrying a case of beer, was a welcome interruption to this conversation. Jon raised his bottle and called a greeting to the Cassidy brothers, happy for the distraction not just for Rick’s sake but also for his own.

      They could both use a break from the subject of Rick’s post-military blues, and Chris the jokester and Brody the philosopher were just the two to provide it—at least until Zane showed up with his mystery date. Then they’d all have that as a distraction because knowing Zane she’d be something to look at. Likely not much to talk to but even so, this was going to be an interesting day.
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      “Where are you? Why aren’t you here yet?”

      Alison rolled her eyes at the near panic she heard in Darci’s voice. “Relax. I’m in the car and on my way. I had to wait for the boiled potatoes to cool before I could finish making the salad I’m bringing.”

      “Oh, okay. That’s all right then. I love your potato salad.”

      She laughed at her best friend’s priorities. Food always was high on the list, and even so, Darci remained a size four. Meanwhile, Ali starved herself and still was a curvy size ten, sometimes a twelve. Though, she had been known to squeeze herself into a size eight on occasion, if the cut was right and there was plenty of stretch in the fabric.

      “So how far away are you?” Darci asked.

      “I don’t know. Not too far. What’s the big hurry?” Ali was on her way to a Fourth of July barbecue, not trying to catch a flight at the airport.

      “A bunch of Rick’s friends are here already.”

      Ali glanced at the clock on the dashboard. “It’s barely even two yet. I thought that’s when you said to come over.”

      “I know, but from what I’ve seen, SEALs are never late. Not even the retired ones.”

      Ali still didn’t see the need to rush. It wasn’t like she was the one bringing the appetizers, or more importantly the beer. Then Darci might have reason to panic. Ali could imagine that Darci’s brother could easily freak out if he’d invited all his Navy buddies over and there wasn’t any beer when they arrived.

      To appease her friend, Ali said, “I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”

      “Good. There’s someone I want you to meet.”

      The reason for Darci’s persistence was suddenly very apparent to Ali. “Um, no.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I told you I don’t want to be fixed up with anybody.” Ali scowled at the mere thought.

      “I think you’ll change your mind once you meet him. Dark hair. Cut muscles. Six-foot-two and eyes of blue.”

      “So now we’re rhyming? Stop. It’s creepy. You’re like some weird cross between Dr. Seuss and the Millionaire Matchmaker.”

      Darci let out a laugh. “Well, Rick and his friends certainly aren’t millionaires, but they are hot. I can promise you that. The US Navy churns out men with some of the hardest bodies you’ve ever seen. And I don’t mean like those pumped up steroid-filled monsters you find at the gym. These guys are in seriously good shape. They work them until they’re completely exhausted to simulate the stress of combat.”

      “How do you know all this?” Ali frowned. “I thought all this SEAL stuff was top secret.”

      “Pfft. Thanks to the media, there’s not much that stays secret for long nowadays. Besides, that Rick had to do hundreds of sit-ups and push-ups and stuff like that when he was active isn’t exactly classified information. I mean who cares if the enemy knows our guys are in tip-top condition? That should only make them think twice about trying anything. Right?”

      “I guess.” What did Ali know about national security? Not much, that’s what. But she did know her friend was as single as she was, which raised a good question. “So if they’re so hot, why aren’t you dating one of them?”

      “I can’t date one of Rick’s teammates. I know them too well. They’re like brothers to me. Before he got out, Rick was with these guys practically twenty-four-seven.”

      That brought up another question—or more an objection disguised in the form of a question. Alison remembered just last year when Rick was still in the military and he disappeared. He not only hadn’t told Darci where he was or what he was doing, he also didn’t respond to any of her attempts to contact him. For weeks. Darci had absolutely flipped out, convinced he was dead and the Navy just hadn’t told her and their parents yet.

      To this day Darci didn’t know where he’d been. Security was that tight. Ali wasn’t sure she was up for that kind of stress in a relationship. Dating a nice boring normal guy was hard enough without the challenges of operational security thrown in.

      “This guy you’re so hot to set me up with, is he still in the military or is he out like your brother?”

      Not having come from a military background, it was very odd for her to be talking about guys just a few years older than herself as having retired from their Navy career, even if Rick had been forced out early because of his knee issues. But like Darci said, the life of a SEAL was rough, which she supposed made it a younger man’s game. No different than being a top professional athlete, she guessed.

      “He’s still active duty,” Darci answered.

      Ali let out a frustrated huff. “Forget about it. Now I’m really not interested. I’m not about to get seriously involved with a guy who’s away all the time on secret missions. I have a bad enough track record with men who actually stay put.”

      “Fine, then don’t start anything long term. Have a fling instead.”

      “I can’t do that.” Ali’s voice squeaked over Darci’s suggestion.

      “Why not? I sure as hell won’t judge you.”

      Darci better not judge. In the two years they’d worked together at the bank, Ali had acted as Darci’s wingman for more than a few of her friend’s hook-ups.

      Alison didn’t mention that and moved right on to answering the question. “I’m not going to have a fling with him because I’m sure Navy SEALs have so many women who want to sleep with them, they have to beat them all off with a stick. I am not going to get in that line just so I can be another notch in one of their belts.”

      Thanks to the military installations at Dam Neck and Little Creek, being anywhere in this part of Virginia meant that the bars were always full of women looking for SEALs and men, both Navy and civilian, taking advantage of that fact.

      “Just please, Ali. Keep an open mind until you meet Jon. Okay?”

      “Okay.” At least Ali knew his name now. She’d know to avoid this Jon during the barbecue before Darci embarrassed them both by blatantly throwing them together.

      “So how close are you now?” Darci asked, still sounding a bit too enthusiastic for Ali’s arrival.

      God, save her from well meaning friends. Ali sighed. “Relax. I’m on your street, and if you let me get off the phone so I can park the car, I’ll get there even faster.”

      “Good. Hurry up.” Darci disconnected the call while Ali drew in a bracing breath and prepared for what would greet her at this party.

      Sometimes being single was too much work, especially amid do-gooder friends trying to play matchmaker.

      Ali pulled up to park behind a truck so large her fuel-efficient economy car almost fit beneath it. No doubt it belonged to one of these SEALs Darci was so hot for Ali to meet. While these guys were off saving the world, they should probably also consider the environment and the impact their gas-guzzlers had on it.

      As Ali flipped down the visor she shook her head, mad first at Darci and then at herself for feeling the need to check her hair and make up before she went inside.

      This barbecue had gone from low key to stressful in the span of one phone call. She even began to second-guess her outfit. The sundress showed enough skin to make her look like she was inviting male attention, when in reality she’d worn it because of the heat. The same reason she’d put her hair up instead of leaving it down for the day.

      Too late to change anything now. She slid her sunglasses on—they’d be a good shield so she could unobtrusively observe the others and avoid eye contact—and opened the door. Time to face the music . . . or at least her interfering friend and some SEALs.

      Ali walked around the car and was almost to the path before she remembered to grab the potato salad out of the trunk. Darci’s phone call had her all distracted, and for nothing too because there was no way she was going to fall for or have a fling with one of the guys here today.

      That resolve firmly in place, she strode to the front doorstep, where she had to work to balance the plastic container filled with potato salad between her arm and hip so she could hit the doorbell.

      “Need a hand?” The deep, masculine voice startled her.

      Ali jumped and nearly fumbled the very container she’d been struggling not to drop. She hadn’t seen the guy come around the corner of the house. He’d stalked silently across the grass like a ninja or, she supposed, a SEAL.

      “Um, no, I got it. I just was having trouble ringing the bell.”

      “No need. The party’s right around back. And since it looks like you’re bringing food, I’m sure you’ll be welcome.” He grinned. “You are here for Rick’s party, right?”

      “Yeah, but at Darci’s invitation actually. I brought the potato salad.” Ali held up the container unnecessarily. She seriously sucked when it came to making small talk with hot guys.

      “I love potato salad.” He stepped closer and reached to grab the plastic container from her. “You make it with mayo or vinegar?”

      His determination told her he was taking the container whether she wanted him to or not, so she relinquished her hold and let him as she said, “Both, actually. Mostly mayo with a little vinegar. And a little mustard and just a dash of cayenne.”

      Jeez. Now she was babbling and about recipes of all things. Why didn’t she just tell him how long she’d boiled the potatoes for too? Ali stifled a groan at her own ineptitude.

      “Really?” His brows rose. “Wow. That sounds really good. I can’t wait to try it. You must be Darci’s friend from work.”

      “I am.”

      Standing as close as they were, his height dwarfed Ali as he smiled down at her. “I’m Jon, a friend of Rick’s.”

      This was Jon? Crap. Darci had been right. He was cute. She couldn’t see the eyes of blue past his dark sunglasses, but the rest lived up to what Darci had promised. “Nice to meet you. I’m Ali.”

      The front door of the house opening startled Ali for the second time in a matter of minutes. She glanced over to see Darci beaming. “Ali. Hi. I see you two have met.”

      “Yup. Jon and I have met.” Ali widened her eyes to let Darci in on the fact she knew exactly who the guy in possession of her salad was.

      Jon tipped his head toward the road and said to Darci, “I was just running out to my truck to grab the wire so we could hook Rick’s phone to the stereo when I saw Ali struggling. Here, I’ll give you this back now.”

      Ali took the container and watched him shoot her one more brilliant smile before he stepped down the front stairs and toward—as she’d suspected—the big pick-up truck.

      Funny, she didn’t feel as judgmental about his lack of a fuel-efficient vehicle now that she’d met him.

      “So?” Darci was visibly bubbling over with excitement as she backed up to give Ali room to go inside.

      “He’s very nice.” It was all she could do to disguise how she was about to melt just from two minutes with the man. Cute. Hot. Polite. Jon seemed to be the whole package.

      “You are such a liar.” Darci scowled.

      “What?” Ali did her best to sound innocent as she followed Darci through the house.

      “You can’t hide it from me. You’re interested, so stop trying to pretend.”

      “Okay, fine. He’s very good looking, just like you said.”

      “Thank you.” Darci delivered a satisfied nod as she took the container from Ali and turned toward the fridge.

      Ali glanced out the kitchen window. “Sounds like quite a few guys are here already.”

      “Some. Chris and Brody arrived a few minutes ago. The others should be coming any minute.”

      “And why are you so hot to fix me up with Jon in particular? What’s wrong with all these other guys? Are they not single?” Suspicious, Ali had to wonder at Darci’s focus on this one guy, not that she was complaining. She just liked to have all the necessary information.

      “Why?” Darci slipped the container on to the shelf of the fridge and then turned back to Ali, frowning. “Don’t you like Jon? He’s so nice⁠—“

      “He is very nice.” And hot . . . “I didn’t say he wasn’t. Just answer the question, Miss Evasive.”

      “I’m not being evasive. In my expert opinion, Jon’s the best choice for you.”

      That expert opinion was up for debate, considering the last guy who Darci had decided was perfect for Ali. She shivered just thinking about how badly that blind date had turned out.

      Ali crossed her arms and leveled her gaze at her friend as she waited for her answer.

      Finally, Darci huffed out a breath. “Fine. Here’s the run down. My brother is no good because I can see there’s no spark between you two. And considering we’re friends, that would be a big mess if you two dated and then broke up.”

      Ali nodded. “I agree. Next.”

      Darci rolled her eyes. “Grant’s married. You’ll meet him and his wife today. The other guys are single, but Thom is divorced with two little kids and you don’t want that kinda baggage. Zane is freaking gorgeous, but he’s a total ladies man and he’s bringing a date today anyway, so he’s out. Chris is the joker of the group even though he’s the oldest of them all and I’m not convinced he can be serious about anything, never mind a relationship. If he could be, he’d have been married long before now. Then there’s Brody. He can get a little dark and broody sometimes.”

      “Brody is broody. Got it.” Ali’s head spun with the names and information Darci had ticked off on her fingers, but she didn’t worry that she would never keep them all straight because it didn’t matter anyway. She wasn’t going to date any one of them.

      “Obviously, Jon’s the only logical one, so do you like him?”

      It wasn’t quite so obvious to Ali, but Darci looked like a kid on Christmas morning waiting for the answer.

      Ali shrugged. “Like I said, he seems nice.”

      That was all the encouragement Ali was willing to give. She was here to enjoy a cold beverage and some good food on her day off. Not to partake of the man buffet Darci had listed for her, even with how good the first dish she’d come across had looked.
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      Jon pulled the wire out of his truck’s dashboard audio input and carried it back to the house, only to notice the very attractive brunette and her potato salad had already gone inside.

      Having his new acquaintance to look at during today’s gathering would be no hardship. Pretty in pink in her floral sundress, Ali was like a breath of fresh air on the hot July day. Jon should really thank Darci later for inviting her. It was nice that Rick’s barbecue wouldn’t be the usual sausage fest.

      Not that Jon would take advantage of that and act upon this chance meeting with the woman. They were counting down in hours now, rather than days, until the squad left for a solid six months overseas. Bad timing, if ever he saw it.

      Keeping that in mind, he cut across the lawn and made his way around the house.

      “Got it?” Rick asked as Jon bounded up the stairs to the deck.

      “I do.” Jon handed over the small white connector that he used to plug his smartphone into his truck’s audio so he could listen to his own music rather than the radio.

      “Perfect. Thanks. Now we can have some decent tunes.” Rick moved toward the house.

      Darci, coming out, stopped in the doorway just in time to hear the discussion about music. “I can go and get my iPod if you want.”

      “Um, no. I’ve heard what’s on yours. We’re using mine.” Rick pushed past Darci and into the house as she turned and followed him.

      Jon smiled as the siblings continued to bicker all the way into the house, before his attention turned to Ali, who’d walked out of the door with bowls of chips and dip in her hands.

      She set them on the table and cut her gaze sideways to him. “Do they fight like this often?”

      He let out a laugh. “Yeah. Pretty much every time I’ve seen them together.”

      Not that he saw them together all that often. Time with family was pretty limited in his line of work. One reason why he was single. He reminded himself of that as he realized that he could see a distracting amount of Ali’s cleavage from this angle. He reached out and grabbed a chip to distract himself.

      Music—hard acid metal—came blaring out of the house. Jon recognized it as one of the songs from the playlist Rick listened to for PT. The music screeched to a sudden halt during which Jon was sure the sibling battle continued inside. The silence lasted a few more seconds before a country tune came on, still a selection he recognized from one of Rick’s work out playlists, but far more mellow.

      Apparently they’d reached a compromise. He smiled as he raised the bottle to his lips.

      “So Darci says you’re deploying again soon.” Ali’s question brought his head around to her.

      If she wanted small talk, he could do small talk. Though he did find it interesting that Darci and Ali had been discussing his squad, considering Rick was no longer a part of it.

      “Yup.” Jon kept the response brief and indefinite, not giving anything away. After all these years, he was an expert at answering questions without really answering them.

      “Are you worried?” A small wrinkle creased the space between her brows.

      “Worried? Nah. This’ll be my thirteenth combat deployment.”

      “Thirteen.” She cringed and then hid the expression as she glanced at him.

      Jon frowned at her reaction. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” Eyes visibly widening behind her sunglasses, she tried to look innocent and failed.

      Realization hit him and he laughed. “Are you concerned about this being my thirteenth?”

      “You’re not?” She sounded skeptical.

      “No, I’m not. Believe me, of all the many things that could kill me, kill us all really on a daily basis, the number thirteen is pretty low on the list.” He took a sip of his beer and eyed the brunette. “Are you superstitious?”

      “I’ve been known to knock wood on occasion, and I do firmly believe Karma’s a bitch.” She let out a short laugh. “Do you think less of me now?”

      “Not at all. But I do think less of myself that I’m letting you stand here in the hot sun and haven’t even offered to get you something cold to drink. What’s your pleasure?” Jon wrangled his mind off the many pleasures they could share together if things were different. He moved on to list for her the different drinks he’d seen in the cooler.

      “I’ll have a beer, I guess.”

      He raised his bottle to her in a toast. “A woman after my own heart. Stay right here. I’ll be back.”

      By the time Jon got down the stairs, Rick was already at the cooler sticking bottles of water into the ice. Rick glanced up at him as Jon reached past and grabbed a bottle of beer. “So, I saw you talking to Darci’s friend.”

      If there was a question buried in there, Jon didn’t hear it. Even so, he nodded. “Yup.”

      “Do you like her?” Rick’s expression seemed to light up. Why, Jon didn’t know.

      Even if Jon was the type to get serious with a girl, which he wasn’t, he sure as hell wasn’t going to do it on what could literally be the eve of a six month deployment that would drop him directly into the armpit of the war zone.

      When they packed all their gear in three days—or tomorrow or the next day for all he knew—he needed his head to be firmly in the game, not on some piece of ass back in the States waiting on him.

      Zane came out of the house and onto the deck at that moment. Jon saw Zane’s own bad decision hanging on his arm like he was a buoy and she was in open seas. It worked to cement Jon’s resolve on the matter. No relationships for him. At least not now.

      Jon wrestled his attention away from squinting through his sunglasses at Zane’s date. He’d been trying to determine if she was the same girl he’d seen riding a pole at the strip club in town last time he’d been dragged there by the guys.

      He turned to Rick and finally answered the man’s question. “I don’t know if I like her or not. I just met her. Why are you so concerned about me and Ali?”

      Rick shrugged. “No reason. Just wondering.”

      Apparently civilian life and boredom had turned Rick into a busybody. “Have another beer. You can’t be called in anymore. You can get as drunk as you want now, so go for it.”

      Jon, on the other hand, had to throttle his own consumption. Even on an official “day off”, they still had to be mission ready on a moment’s notice. All of their pagers could go off at any time, and then they’d have to be at base and ready to go within an hour. He had become an expert on exactly how many drinks he could metabolize and still be okay if he got called in—just another of the many skills he’d picked up over the years.

      It was good he couldn’t get sloppy drunk though, because a few too many often led to poor decisions. Thom came around the corner with his two kids and cemented Jon’s resolve further. Little Tommy had been conceived during a night when Thom had forgotten how much he could consume safely, which had led to the unplanned pregnancy and as a result the failed marriage he’d just signed the papers to end.

      Rick’s snort brought Jon’s attention back to him. “I’d rather be deploying with the squad, than getting drunk here.”

      “I know, buddy. I know.” Jon slapped his friend on the back and tipped his head toward the house. “Let’s go get a closer look at Zane’s date, shall we?”

      If she was indeed who he thought she was, Jon wondered what name she was going by here. He rarely forgot a face—or any other body part—and he doubted she’d be using her stripper name, Mistress Mona, here at the barbecue. Then again, who knew?

      Throttling down in concession to the heat and the fact his belly was empty and grumbling thanks to the barbecue on the horizon, Jon grabbed a bottle of water for himself and carried it to the deck along with Ali’s beer.

      Grant had arrived at some point while Jon had been talking to Rick. He came out of the house now, his wife carrying a platter of what looked to be cheese and crackers.

      The small roster of attendees was complete, but there was only one person Jon made a beeline for after climbing the stairs. He told himself it was because he had the beer he’d promised her, but deep down he knew that adorable little frown over the number thirteen coupled with the very attractive cleavage she was sporting had long since won him over.

      Too bad a one-night stand was out of the question given who she was, and he didn’t do long term.

      Maybe Ali had been correct. Karma, being a bitch, had dropped the smoking hot friend of his best friend’s sister in his path right before a deployment. If that wasn’t cosmic payback for his sins, he didn’t know what it was. After all the shit he’d done in the name of God and country while fighting an enemy who claimed the same, he supposed a larger neutral presence—if one existed—could find plenty to judge him on.

      She was facing away from him, talking to Darci and Grant’s wife. He tapped Ali on the shoulder and thrust the bottle toward her when she turned.

      “Thanks.” The smile she sent him was enough to make him silently curse Fate one more time.
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      “Are you sure you’re okay to drive?” Darci asked.

      “I’m fine. I had like three beers over the course of five hours on top of so much food I doubt my pants for work will fit in the morning.” Ali dismissed her friend’s concern with the wave of one hand while she cradled her clean, empty container from the long gone potato salad with the other.

      Cell phone in his hand, Rick walked up to the conversation happening right inside the front door. “Grant just called. He wanted to warn everybody. He just drove through a drunk driving checkpoint.”

      Darci’s eyes widened. “Is he okay?”

      “Oh, yeah. His wife was driving and she hadn’t had anything at all to drink. He was just worried because they’re really cracking down for the holiday and some of the guys have had a couple.”

      Darci spun back to Ali. “I think you should stay the night.”

      “Darci. I’m fine, and we have work in the morning.” It sucked that the Fourth of July provided for only one day off but in the age of twenty four / seven customer service she supposed she should be lucky to get even that anymore.

      “I’ll take her home.” The deep voice coming from behind Rick heralded Jon’s joining the conversation.

      Ali’s heart knocked against her ribcage at hearing Jon’s offer. “Then my car will be here. And isn’t there no street parking overnight? I’ll get a ticket.”

      “No, you won’t. I’ll move your car into the driveway as soon as it’s clear tonight. And I’ll pick you up in the morning. You can get it tomorrow after work.” Darci’s solution was going to make it impossible for Ali to get out of being alone with this tempting man offering her a ride home.

      Ali had managed to keep Darci from throwing them together during the party, but she hadn’t quite managed to control herself. All throughout those five hours she kept finding herself glancing to see where he was. Turning at the sound of his laugh. Noticing the flex of his muscles as he helped Rick carry the cooler up the stairs once the sun had moved behind the trees to shade the deck.

      Being with him, in his truck, at her door, would be too damn tempting. “Thanks for offering, but you don’t have to do that.”

      “It’s no trouble. Really.”

      “But you don’t even know where I live.”

      He shrugged. “I’m assuming it can’t be too far.”

      “It’s not. Ten minutes, max.” Darci jumped in and dispelled Ali’s last objection.

      “That’s nothing. I can drop you off.” Jon’s brilliant blue eyes, framed by the tan line left from his sunglasses, pinned her with such intensity that she felt like she had to agree.

      She held in her sigh. It seemed there was no fighting this. She handed over the car keys in her hand to Darci. “Okay. Thank you, Jon.”

      “No problem.” Bottle of water in his left hand, Jon turned and extended his right to Rick. “Dude, thanks for a great party.”

      “You’re welcome. Hey, keep in touch. Okay?”

      “You got it.” Jon dipped his head.

      Rick’s last comment felt heavy as he held Jon’s hand for a bit longer than necessary for a casual handshake between friends. It almost sounded like a final goodbye and Ali realized since Jon was deploying, it could be—at least for the next few months, if not for forever.

      That thought stuck with Ali as she and Jon made their way through the deepening shadows of the path toward his truck. He leapt forward to open the door before she reached it, and took the container from her while she grabbed the handle inside and hoisted herself into the high truck.

      “Thanks.”

      “Sure.” He smiled when he handed the plastic tub back to her, and then walked around to the driver’s side. That gave her time to recover from the effect his intense gaze had on her now that it was evening and he’d taken his sunglasses off.

      Jon was the kind of man who opened doors for a lady . . . and he was shipping off to war. For every pro, there was an equal and opposite con. Yup, that sounded about right as far as Ali’s usual bad luck in the man department.

      He fired up the big engine and pulled smoothly away from the curb, leaving her little car behind them. When he stopped in the middle of the street, and turned his head to look at her, she waited, wondering what the hold up was.

      He finally asked, “Which way should I go?”

      “Oh, sorry.” She’d forgotten to tell him. Jeez, she was a mess. “Head out to the main road at the end of this street. I’m a couple of miles past the Big Mart shopping center.”

      He nodded. “Got it.”

      Renewed guilt for putting him out had her angling in her seat to face him. “I really could have driven.”

      “I know, but why take a chance?” He shrugged.

      “I guess. Thank you again.”

      The corner of his mouth lifted in a smile as his eyes remained focused on the road ahead. “You’re welcome. Again.”

      “So I guess you’ll be leaving soon. To deploy.” Maybe she had consumed too much to drive. Considering how ridiculously bad her attempt at small talk was, that had to be the reason.

      “Most likely.” He dipped his head in a nod.

      “I just wanted to apologize for Darci.” Sucky conversational skills or not, Ali still wanted that out there. Ali had to make sure Jon knew it was Darci trying to set them up and that it hadn’t been her idea.

      “Apologize for what?”

      “She had this crazy idea to fix us up. Of course, I set her straight but she was still kind of obvious about it.” Ali wouldn’t be surprised if Darci had engineered the whole police check scenario with Rick just to get her in the car with Jon.

      “Why of course?” He shot her a look from across the spacious cab.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You said that of course you set her straight. Why of course?”

      “Well, because you’re about to leave the country for who knows how long. It would be crazy to try and start anything.”

      “You’re right. It would be.” He nodded, his tone giving nothing away so she couldn’t tell if he was surprised by her words or not. “What did she say when you told her that?”

      Ali felt her cheeks heat. When she hesitated answering, he turned his head to her.

      “What’s wrong? What did she say?” Jon repeated the question.

      “That we should just have a fling instead.” Unable to come up with a lie on the fly, Ali opted for the truth, but then laughed as if it was a big joke rather than an idea that had her insides twisting.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw his brow rise as he asked, “What did you say to that suggestion?”

      Was his voice huskier than before? No. It was probably just her imagination. Even so, her heart rate sped. Not believing they were actually having this conversation, she swallowed hard and said, “That I couldn’t do that.”

      “No. You’re not the one-night stand type.” Not sure whether to take his comment as an insult or a compliment, Ali frowned.

      “Well, no. I haven’t been in the past.” With her bad judgment when it came to men firmly in place, she decided she wouldn’t mind being that type now. “Besides, you SEALs probably have dozens of women throwing themselves at you day and night . . .”

      Pure unadulterated lust was the best excuse she could come up with for her continuing this conversation about one-night stands with Jon.

      He let out a short laugh. “Not quite as many women as you’d think.”

      “I’m not sure I believe you.” She remembered Zane’s well-endowed date at the party.

      Jon shrugged. “I don’t go out all that much and aside from my cleaning lady, there’s no women hanging around my condo.”

      “Oh.” Crap. She wanted this man. Good thing he didn’t want her.

      His lack of interest came through clearly in the flat tone of his questions and answers. At least one of them was thinking clearly. Her long dry spell in the sexual encounter department would surely lead them down a dangerous path if things had been left solely up to her.

      “We just passed the shopping center.”

      “Oh, um sorry. Make a right at the next light.” Her cheeks heated again as she looked like an idiot for forgetting to tell him where to go. Ali wrestled her attention off her burning desire for this man and onto the road as he flipped on the blinker and made the turn. “Then it’s a right at the stop sign.”

      He nodded and followed her directions right up to the driveway of the duplex she rented. It was dark since she hadn’t left any lights on when she’d left this afternoon but Jon’s headlights would light her way to the door.

      She’d get to the door fine. That wasn’t the issue. The problem was that she knew it was locked and the key was with her car keys she’d left with Darci.

      “Crap.” Ali let out the curse beneath her breath when she realized the full impact of what she’d done.

      “Problem?” he asked.

      “You’re not going to believe this.” Ali forced herself to look at him, even though she was so embarrassed she felt her cheeks warm.

      He cocked one brow. “Try me.”

      “My house key is on the ring with my car keys⁠—”

      He nodded as an expression of comprehension dawned. “At Rick’s place.”

      “Yup.” Now she really did look like a complete idiot.

      Jon reached for the handle and swung the door wide. Where he thought he was going Ali didn’t know, but as he rounded the hood and came to open her door it appeared she’d be going with him.

      “The door’s locked.” She felt the need to clarify that point since judging by his actions her tale of the absent keys hadn’t seemed to resonate with him. He strode for the door and tried the knob as she came up behind him.

      “Yeah, I figured. Just checking.” He turned to glance at her. “You have a back door?”

      “Yes.” Which would be locked too but she had a feeling he was going to want to check anyway.

      “Okay. Wait here.”

      She was about to tell him she was absolutely certain that door was locked, but he was too fast as he jogged around the dark corner of the building.

      Crossing her arms, she figured she’d hang out and wait. It would only be a matter of time before he was back and they’d have to face the fact they’d have to go all the way back to Darci’s to retrieve her keys. Embarrassment heated her cheeks at the thought. As if it weren’t enough of an imposition that he’d had to drive her home, now he’d have to do it twice.

      The sound of the lock turning right before the front door swung in had Ali turning wide-eyed to see Jon smiling in the doorway. He took a step back and swept one arm. “Would you like to come in?”

      “How—” She shook her head, at a loss for words.

      He grinned wider. “Lock picking is just one of my many skills.”

      “Does the Navy teach you guys breaking and entering?”

      “Shh.” Jon pressed his finger to his lips. “Don’t tell.”

      She stepped inside, happy at least that he hadn’t wasted a trip while not so happy the locks on her home were such a joke it took him seconds to get in. Flipping on lights, which he hadn’t bothered to do, she glanced toward the back of the house. “I’m a little freaked out.”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have⁠—”

      “No, it’s not that you got in. More at the thought that anybody else could.”

      “I understand. You might want to invest in an alarm service. I have one.”

      “You do?” Big strong SEALs had alarms on their houses? That was news.

      “Yup.” He dipped his head. “You can never be too careful.”

      “I guess not.” She drew in a breath and let it out slowly. Glancing up, she caught Jon watching the rise and fall of her breasts beneath the sundress.

      Maybe he was interested in her after all.

      He took a step forward and laid one big hand on her shoulder. She felt the heat of him against her bare skin. That was one way to get her mind off her security. “I’m sorry I freaked you out. This is a safe neighborhood. I really wouldn’t worry.”

      Ali nodded, having trouble coming up with a coherent response while he touched her. “You want to stay for a little while?”

      It wasn’t a hard question but he hesitated for long enough, she wondered what was going on inside his head.

      Finally, he let out a sigh. “Yeah, I do wanna stay, which is why I’m going to go.”

      “I don’t understand.” She did however take note his hand had remained on her shoulder. For a man intent on going he hadn’t made a move to leave yet.

      “I’m afraid if I stay, I won’t want to leave.”

      Ali swallowed hard and leaned just a bit closer to him. “Then don’t leave.”

      She saw his chest rise and fall, watched his focus drop to her lips before he brought it back up to her eyes. “You don’t do one-night stands.”

      “I said I hadn’t in the past, not that I was opposed to having one. With you.”

      “This can’t be anything more than tonight.”

      Pulse racing, Ali nodded. “I know.”

      His breathing grew more rapid as his eyes narrowed. Taking a step forward, he slid his leg between hers as he cupped her face with his palm. He leaned low, his lips nearing hers when he halted and mouthed a silent curse.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t have any condoms.” Jon pulled back.

      Reaching out, Ali fisted the fabric of his T-shirt to keep him right where he was. “I do.”

      “Do you?” Hovering close, he looked as much amused as surprised.

      “There was a bridal shower for a girl at work last week. The party favors were condoms.”

      “I’m very happy to hear that.” Smiling, he closed the small distance and Ali anticipated the first taste of his kiss.
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      The man kissed like he seemed to do everything. With enthusiastic perfection.

      Ali tried to speculate that it was his strong work ethic combined with an overt alpha male competitive nature that drove Jon to excel. That was better than thinking his skill at kissing had been achieved through years of practice on hundreds of women.

      It was easy to believe Jon was a perfectionist. Even today when Darci had not so subtly singled out Ali and Jon to husk the corn for dinner Jon had gone above and beyond, not leaving even one strand of silk on any ear. Then, quick and efficient, he’d cleaned up their work area and dispatched with the garbage, carrying it all the way out to the trash bin. Anyone walking through the kitchen would have never known they’d husked a dozen ears of corn moments before.

      She could certainly appreciate a job well done, especially when it entailed a good and thorough kiss. With full body participation on his part, Jon treated Ali to just that. He captured and held her tightly with both hands. One large palm wrapped around her neck to cradle the base of her head, while the other clasped her hip as he pressed close.

      A low groan of satisfaction rumbled from within his chest as he tipped his head and breached her lips with his tongue, deepening the kiss. One thigh moved farther between hers, causing a delicious friction in a region she’d too long ignored. Her own sound of satisfaction mimicked his.

      Jon drew in a sharp breath in response and pulled back, breaking the kiss. “Bedroom?” He asked the one-word question from just inches away from her face.

      She could see his blue eyes narrowed with need. Could feel the warmth of his breath brush her lips.

      Swallowing hard, Ali managed a small nod. Lightheaded, she felt as if she had to try to remember to breathe or she’d pass out. Of course if she did, Jon was big and strong enough to pick her up and carry her to the bedroom.

      Deep in her Scarlett and Rhett fantasy, she had to work to not be disappointed when Jon grabbed her hand instead of sweeping her into his arms. He glanced expectantly at the selection of doors and she realized he didn’t know which one led to the bedroom.

      Good thing she’d lived there for a few years or she might have had trouble remembering where the room was herself. Taking a man she’d just met to bed was proving nerve wracking. Or maybe it was just the sex hormones flooding her bloodstream that made her woozy.

      Feeling awkward, she led him by the hand to her bedroom. It would have definitely been easier if he’d swooped her up in his arms, tossed her onto the bed, and ravished her. Ali hated having to take the lead.

      Thank goodness once they were actually in the room and she’d flipped on the light switch he took over, stepping close again. Towering over her, he gazed down at his hand as he pushed the straps of both her sundress and bra over the crest of her shoulder. He trailed one fingertip over her heated skin.

      “You got some sun today. You should have been wearing sunscreen.” Bending low, he moved his mouth over the path his finger had taken.

      That stole the reply she’d been about to make about how she had put on sunscreen before she’d left the house but it had been a long day out in the sun.

      That’s what she would have told him, if she could have gotten her brain to function. He continued slowly exposing her, pushing the neckline of the dress as well as the cup of her bra lower until the heat of his mouth covered the peak of her breast.

      Tipping her head back, Ali let her eyelids drift shut as a shudder ran through her. She felt the bulge of his muscles beneath her hands as she grasped onto his biceps, partly because she couldn’t stand not touching him and partly because she was feeling a little unsteady and needed something to hold on to.

      Electric shocks of pleasure zinged through her as he worked her nipple with his mouth. His hands didn’t remain idle. True to form, the man was an overachiever. He traversed the rest of her body with big flat palms that seemed made to cradle her curves. He moved to cup the swell of her behind.

      Cool air struck her flesh as he bunched the fabric of her dress and her lacey boy short-cut panties—a skimpy indulgence compared to the practical cotton underwear she usually bought—were exposed.

      Ali had spent most of her adult life being dissatisfied with her body. Even so, she’d happily be naked with this man, pressed skin to skin. His hard-bodied, SEAL-worthy physical excellence should have been intimidating. Instead it only made her want to rub against him like a cat would. She might even purr, if given the chance.

      He pushed the hem of her dress higher until he settled his hands at her waist and she realized that fantasy had a very good chance of becoming reality and soon.

      Holding the dress out of the way with his left hand, his right hand moved around to her belly. She tightened her muscles, holding her stomach in and trying to make it as flat as possible, but he didn’t remain there. As he moved to tease her neck with his mouth, he snaked his hand down and beneath the top band of her underwear, then down farther.

      She drew in a sharp breath as his fingers reached their goal and pressed against the nerve endings that craved attention. Her reaction made him smile. She felt it against her throat before he moved up her neck toward her ear. That, in combination with the motion of his fingers teasing her closer to orgasm, was beginning to make her weak in the knees.

      Much more of this and she’d fall right off her new cork wedge-heeled sandals. As if sensing her unsteadiness, Jon supported her with one splayed palm flat against her back. With his hand braced low, near the base of her spine, he held her firm and close—not that she had any intention of going anywhere. Not with what was going to be one hell of a climax hovering just out of reach.

      Her breath came faster, in gasps tinged with tiny sounds she couldn’t control. When he drew her earlobe between his teeth and groaned, the orgasm broke, sending waves of pleasure pulsing through her. The heat of his mouth against her ear pushed her to another level of need. One that would only be satisfied by having him completely.

      When she could breathe again, she said, “Bed.”

      Jon’s gaze shot toward the bed and he let out a short breathy laugh as he pulled his hand out of her underwear. “My thoughts exactly. Those condoms nearby?”

      Still not standing all that steady, Ali maintained her grip on his arms. He didn’t seem to mind. She sure as hell didn’t. “In the nightstand drawer.”

      “Mmm. Perfect.” He glanced down at her dress. “I want you naked.”

      The words sent her heart fluttering. “Okay. You too.”

      “Not a problem.” He grinned as he tugged his shirt over his head and tossed it onto the dresser. As Ali feasted on the view of the bare chest she’d fantasized about for most of the day, Jon reached for his belt. “Memories of tonight are going to have to last me a very long time. I’m not letting anything get in my way.”

      The intensity of that promise had her hands shaking as she reached behind her to unzip the dress. Jon paused in unbuttoning his shorts to turn her around.

      Her back to him, Ali felt the mass of his body behind her, the motion of his big capable hands maneuvering the tiny tab of the zipper slowly down, loosening the fabric until it fell away from her body.

      It all combined to twist her overwhelming need to have him. All of him.

      Her dress hit the floor with a soft rustle and she stood before him in nothing but her good lace underwear and her not so nice everyday-wear bra. She could only hope he was too distracted to notice that small detail. She also vowed to go shopping immediately for nicer undergarments now that it seemed she was indeed the one-night stand type.

      His touch set her on fire as he unhooked her bra clasp. She sloughed off the offending bra as he ran his rough palms down her sides to settle on her hips. He leaned low and nuzzled her neck while the heat of the skin of his chest pressed against her back.

      These were the kind of things dreams were made of. Ali realized there was no way she was going to let herself feel bad about giving in to her desire for this man. Maybe she’d feel the full weight of her decision tomorrow or the next day, or in a week or a month after he’d deployed, but not now.

      “Get on the bed.” His words, spoken low and close to her ear, set her heart racing at a new level. Jon dropped his hold on her. She missed his touch—both steadying and unnerving at the same time—but turned to watch him finish getting undressed.

      Blindly, she moved toward the bed, her eyes on him the entire time as he kicked off his deck shoes and pushed his shorts down his thick thighs. Then his boxer briefs followed and the erection that she’d seen outlined by the cotton before was bared to view.

      Ali crashed into the edge of the bed. She reached out to catch herself, landing on her hands rather than her face, which made the clumsy move slightly less embarrassing. With such a distraction in the room, it was no wonder she couldn’t even manage to walk. She pushed up to right herself, but he was behind her in a flash.

      “No. Stay just like this.” He prompted her to stay in her current position with the touch of one hand against her back.

      Standing while she bent over the edge of the mattress, Jon hooked his fingers beneath her underwear and tugged them all the way down her legs.

      When they were around her high platform heels, she stepped out of them, noting he made no move to take her sandals off. He did however take advantage of her position by bending low and laving her entrance with his tongue, plunging it inside her channel.

      She was happy she was leaning on the mattress as his tongue moved to tease her more and more and her knees weakened.

      Then, he pulled away. “This drawer here?”

      Ali swallowed as he asked about the condoms and the reality of this crazy encounter felt even more real. Still, she answered, “Yes.”

      The fact the rubbers were colored and fruit-flavored and had cutesy little stickers with the bride and groom’s names on them seemed extra ridiculous in her current situation, but he didn’t comment. He suited up fast and was back behind her, hands braced on her hips in what seemed like seconds.

      Then what she’d been imagining—his plunging inside her—was no longer just in her imagination. She heard his hissed intake of breath as he pushed deep. He held there for a moment, not moving, possibly not breathing, before he set a steady rhythm.

      When she’d been expecting for him to let loose, had expected him to move hard and fast, he did the opposite. Jon moved slow and steady, taking her thoroughly and with intent. She’d never been a huge fan of this particular position, but she had to begin to reevaluate that opinion. Jon seemed to hit just the right spot with every downward stroke, before pulling back in an agonizingly slow dance that sent tingles up her spine.

      She didn’t want to interfere with his cadence but soon found herself rocking back against him. The result was his motion speeding, but Ali had nothing to complain about as the sensations rocketing through her increased.

      They were coming closer to the crescendo with every stroke, but she didn’t want it to end.

      With every fiber of her being she knew he would get dressed and leave her the moment he was finished. Instinct told her Jon was not the kind of man who snuggled and spooned after sex. She wished he were.

      Breathing hard, he pushed in deep and held and she waited for it to end, but it didn’t. Jon wrapped his arms around her and then reached low. One press of his finger on just the right spot had her hips tipping forward to push harder against his touch.

      Leaning against her back, he laid his cheek against her hair. “Come with me.”

      “I don’t know if I⁠—”

      “Try.”

      Something about him made her want to please him, to do exactly as he asked, and the way he worked her with his hand while gently rocking inside her made it easy to comply. She gyrated in time with his motion as her muscles bore down and the feeling of impending release built inside her.

      As her mouth opened so she could draw deeper breaths, he groaned behind her. “Yes.”

      The intensity of that single word spoken close pushed her over the edge. He pumped hard and fast and followed right after. They came together with her clasped tightly in his arms.

      He stayed like that, his weight crushing her into the mattress, them both fighting to recover their breath. She didn’t know how long the moment lasted. Not long enough was the only thing she was sure of when he untangled his arms, braced against the mattress and pushed off her.

      Ali lifted her head in time to see him pad, naked and gorgeous, across the carpeted floor toward the bathroom door. She’d expected to see his hot tight little butt cheeks, and she wasn’t at all surprised by the wide expanse of his back muscles that narrowed to his waist. What was a shock was the tattooed set of angel wings that covered the skin from his shoulders nearly all the way down to the dimples on his lower back.

      She wanted to ask him about them. Wanted to trace the ink with her finger as he stretched out nude next to her in bed. Craved him over her, inside her, while she raked her nails down his back. Instead, she decided to cover up her own nakedness.
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"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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