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      Danger and desire are an intoxicating mix…

      Navy SEAL Gage Jackelson will do anything to solve the murder of his friend… even get half-naked for a romance-novel cover shoot. It doesn’t hurt that the photographer is equally gorgeous and intriguing. But Anna Middleton is a distraction he can’t afford. Could she know more than she’s letting on? He’ll have to get close to her to find out. Really close.

      Ever since Gage showed up, Anna’s quiet life has been turned upside down. First, her billionaire boss disappeared after an explosion rocked their office building. Then some decidedly sinister characters started following her. And the smoking-hot SEAL is driving her wild—not that she’s complaining.

      She meant to keep their relationship strictly professional. But as they become further entangled in a web of danger, Anna can’t help falling hard. They’ll need to work together to make it through…but will Gage stick around once he’s ensured Anna’s safety?
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      Gage Jackelson decided he’d rather be in the middle of a firefight on open water than standing in front of a green screen in nothing more than his jeans, feeling like a hunk of meat on a slab.

      A Goth pixie—heavy on the black eyeliner and dyed hair and complete with a pink tutu trimmed in more black—flitted about him, dusting powder on him and muttering about cheekbones.

      This was ridiculous. He stood, arms folded, wondering how he could get out of this. But he couldn’t. He had to start thinking of this like a mission. So he let the pixie fuss.

      The elevator pinged, and he hoped the photographer had finally arrived so he could wrap up this charade, get the intel they needed, and get his shirt back on. The things he’d do for a friend—even a dead one.

      He glanced over and watched a young woman walk into the studio—okay, warehouse was a better name for it. A loft, big and drafty and empty except for all the photography equipment. Concrete floors, high ceilings, stark white walls. Dirt glazed the windows, but there were enough lights on him that he kept breaking a light sweat.

      The woman approached, head cocked, and stared at him. He could feel his skin warm under her scrutiny, which was just another sign of how screwed up this situation was. Normally he liked it when women checked him out. He and the US Navy had worked damn hard to give him this body, and he was proud of it. But normally he wasn’t on display like he was something for sale.

      Eyes blue as the Mediterranean Sea fixed on him. Tight jeans encased long legs—he’d always been a leg man—and a white silk blouse said she had enough money to afford good clothes. Golden hair had been pulled back from a heart-shaped face. She didn’t wear much makeup that he could see, and he caught a flash of gold earrings. But those eyes kept pulling him back for another look. Who the hell was she? The photographer’s girlfriend?

      No, he realized in the next instant, and he kicked himself for making foolish assumptions as the woman turned and walked over to the camera—not a digital model, but something big and old and expensive-looking. She stared through the lens and then looked up at him. “Gage Jackelson.” She said the name as if she was thinking of something else. She propped a fist on one hip. “I keep wondering why a Navy SEAL would agree to do a cover shoot.” A guy could feel quite warm wrapped up in her sultry tone.

      He lifted an eyebrow. He had reasons, all right. But they were his business, not hers. “And you are?” he asked instead.

      She stepped up and reached out to shake his hand. “Anna Middleton.”

      Gage nodded. He fought the urge to hold her hand longer than he should. She tilted her head up to look at him, and he could swear he caught a hint of surprise in those sea-blue eyes.

      She pulled her hand back, and he watched as she tucked it behind her back before grabbing the camera off its stand. “Did Linda explain how this works?”

      Linda—the pixie—flashed a smile at him. She trailed a finger down his forearm. “You’ll do great. He’s set, Anna.” She ducked away.

      Gage turned his focus back to Anna. “How hard is it to smile for the camera?” Gage drawled. His fingers hadn’t stopped tingling since he touched her, and he was itching to do so again.

      “You’d be surprised.” The corners of her wide mouth twitched. “We’ll start without props, but Linda will bring a few in later.”

      “Props?” Gage lifted both eyebrows.

      Anna took a couple of shots, the camera clicking. “We use a green screen so we can drop in any background, but it’s easier to use physical objects for anything that you will be touching in the actual photos.” Stepping back to the tripod, Anna set the camera on it. She looked through the camera lens, paused, and looked back up at him. “Um, you’re looking a little stiff.”

      Linda gave a snort of amusement, though she was polite enough to try to hide it with a cough. Gage smiled, and Anna gave Linda a dirty look before turning back to Gage. “Any chance you can relax? Loosen up? Look less like you’re standing in front of a camera?”

      Gage forced a smile. He was going to kill Scotty and Spencer for talking him into being the one to come and gather intel from Coran Williams Publishing. This is for Nick, he told himself again. Their brother in arms had been killed, shot down in circumstances that were sketchy as hell. With every mission, there was always the chance that someone wouldn’t come back, but this mess stank to high heaven and had left them all with an endless list of questions and absolutely no answers.

      No answers yet. The team wouldn’t stop searching until they found out what was going on, even if they had damn little to go on right now—just an encrypted flash drive and one personal photo of Nick and his wife, Natalie. They hadn’t even found Nick’s awards and honors for service. But the photo had led them here.

      “Mr. Jackelson?”

      Gage shook himself out of his mood—he’d been starting to frown. He had to watch that. They’d all talked it over and agreed that busting in here with questions wouldn’t get them far. They needed everyone’s guards down, needed to get natural, honest answers to their questions—and they needed to get inside this place and poke around. Which was why he was here. With his shirt off.

      “It’s Lieutenant.” The correction was automatic but quiet. Not like he was in uniform so she’d know. “Lieutenant Jackelson, or Gage.”

      She nodded, but the smile looked forced now. “Lieutenant, it would be nice if you seemed a bit less—”

      “Stiff?” Gage offered a smile.

      “Uncomfortable. Why don’t you tell us a story or describe something in detail?”

      “Like a first date?” She huffed, and he had to admit that he was enjoying flustering her.

      That wide mouth of hers tightened. “How about instructions for changing a tire? Or you could talk about SEAL training. The point is to stop thinking about what you’re doing.”

      And how my shirt’s missing. Gage realized she was right. He needed to get out of his head. He needed to stop thinking about why he was really there. He wasn’t going to be able to search the place any time soon—not with all the people scurrying around to help with the shoot—but he had a great view to check security and access for later.

      He already knew Nick’s wife Natalie was linked to this organization. He just needed to figure out how. And if he could uncover any hints as to where the hell she was, that would be great, too.

      Natalie hadn’t shown up for Nick’s funeral or his wake. They were still trying to track her down in the hopes that she might know something about why Nick had been killed. A photo on the cover of a book had led them here—and Gage drew the short straw for the initial recon.

      When he’d walked in the door, the receptionist—or whoever the person was who was checking people in—had assumed he was there for the casting call to hire a cover model. That was too good an opportunity to turn down…and the fact that he’d beaten out all the pros and gotten hired on the spot had been a nice ego boost. He’d played it that he could use the extra cash, but now that he was stuck here, he was starting to wonder if he should have just broken in after hours.

      “Lieutenant?” That husky, sexy voice snapped him out of his thoughts again. He looked at Anna and found her blue eyes starting to sizzle with irritation. “If this is too much for you—”

      Holding up his hand, Gage stopped her. “I got it. A story.” He stared at her.

      Eyebrows lifting, she asked, “What’s it like being a SEAL?”

      He shrugged. “I wouldn’t know what it’s like not being one.”

      “You started young.”

      He shrugged. “We all start young—it’s not a game for old guys.”

      “A game?”

      “When you’re out on a mission, you tend to look at it as something to be conquered. It’s win or lose, and losing is not an option. It’s also fun. You jump out of airplanes and helicopters, swim in some of the worst ocean currents. You’re freezing, you’re sweating, and you hike some incredibly dangerous terrain.”

      “That’s what you consider fun?” She sounded skeptical.

      He flashed her a sly smile. “I think lots of things are fun. Basically, anything that gets your heart racing.”

      She flushed a little at that. “And when you have time off?”

      His smile slipped into a smirk. “Some of us have been known to go looking for trouble. Or trouble finds us.”

      “Which brings you here.” She started snapping photos. “Keep going. You do this alone?”

      “Hell, no. You’re a team. We’re a team.”

      She looked up from her camera and asked, “And what are they like, your team? Go ahead and move as you talk. You don’t have to stand still.”

      He nodded. And stayed where he was, arms crossed. “Well…my team leader fancies himself a bit of a ladies’ man. He’s got more exes spread across this beautiful country than I have teeth, but he’s damn good at his job. Then there’s our sniper.”

      “Yeah? What’s he like?” she prompted.

      “He’s…well, he’s the typical redhead. A hothead, except in action he is one cool dude.”

      Anna grabbed the camera and circled around him. “Linda, bring in a hat.”

      Gage lifted his eyebrows. A hat? Linda grinned at him and put a straw Stetson on his head. She gave him a wink.

      From behind her camera, Anna asked in that low voice of hers, “What about you, Lieutenant? What’s your role on the team?”

      Gage pulled the Stetson down to a better angle. “I’m the demolitions guy. My expertise is things that go boom.” He liked the science of it—understanding all the components, figuring out the factors he’d need to control to get exactly the outcome he wanted. Plus, it was just fun to cause a reaction, to create something explosive and intense, something to take your breath away. He grinned at the thought, shifting the angle of his head, and he heard her breath catch.

      “That’s…that’s good,” she said.

      “You like it when things explode?” he asked, raising an eyebrow teasingly.

      “No, I mean that look. That’s good. Hold that.” The clicking got louder as she took shot after shot. By this point, he was mostly able to ignore the camera. He focused on the woman behind it, on the blush that the equipment wasn’t quite able to hide. Maybe the hat wasn’t a bad idea after all. Not if it made her flush so prettily.

      She cleared her throat. “Angle the hat back a bit, let me see more of your face.”

      “Like this, sweetheart?” he asked, adjusting the hat and cocking out his hip to emphasize the line of his bared torso. He wasn’t good only with bombs. He knew how to use chemistry in all sorts of fun ways. And he was well aware of how women responded to him, how to make their attraction spike and flare. Maybe it would even help him garner the information he was there to find. If he could get her to open up to him, to trust him, she could be the key to finding the intel he needed.

      Seducing the data out of a beautiful blonde sounded like a hell of a lot more fun than breaking into offices after dark.

      She brought her camera up and snapped more pictures. “So, what’s it’s really like being a SEAL? Do you guys get special treatment—I mean, special forces and all that.”

      He frowned. He’d much rather be the one asking the questions. There wasn’t a ton he was at liberty to share about what he did. So many of his missions were classified. Linda dashed over, yanked off the hat, and pushed a sword into his hands. “Seriously?” he asked. She shrugged.

      Anna glanced at him. “SEAL? Talking? Come on, Gage, we’re cooking now.” She gave him a grin that made it hard not to smile in reply. Maybe he could tell her a few things.

      “Okay, yeah, it’s different. We all have unique qualifications, and they’ve been known to come in handy in unexpected ways. Doesn’t matter what your rank is—an ensign could be in charge of a team of officers, something that’s been known to piss off some of the brass.”

      “Sounds like there’s a story there.” Anna motioned to Linda. “Swap the sword for a gun.” Gage liked that better. The modern weapon felt natural in his hand. And from the admiring look Anna gave him at the competent, relaxed way he handled it, she thought the same thing.

      “It really does make a difference, doesn’t it?” she asked.

      “What does?”

      “The fact that you know what you’re doing. We get a lot of models in here who pose and pretend to be soldiers or warriors—but they always seem a little like they’re playing dress-up. But not you. You’re the real deal.”

      She smiled at him, and this time, he couldn’t stop himself from smiling back, warm and real. The moment hung, suspended, between the two of them—until Linda cleared her throat, and Anna snapped back into work mode.

      “Story?” she reminded him.

      “It’s not much of one. Happened on practice maneuvers. Some admiral had been bragging about his time as a SEAL, and our CO offered him a chance to sit in on one of our runs when we were one man short.”

      Gage stopped, glanced at the fake gun in his hand. One man short—that’s how they were again now. He looked up. “We got the admiral, and it was a sh—crapshow. He may have been okay once upon a time, I dunno, but…” He shook his head. “Anyhow, we were losing time, so Nick, our ensign—who was running the team that night—gets an idea that ends with the admiral covered in sludge that might be hazardous, meaning he had to stay behind and get hosed down while the rest of us got the job done. He was not a happy camper, but there was not a damn thing he could do about it.”

      Gage watched for reactions to the mention of Nick’s name—he hadn’t mentioned anyone else’s name before. If anyone here had known Nick, knew that he was a SEAL and might be the same one Gage was talking about, surely there would be some kind of reaction. But they just grinned and smiled as if they had no idea who he was talking about—and no idea that Nick was dead.

      But Nick’s wife was alive—as far as he knew—and Gage and his teammates needed to find her. Somehow, in some way, she was connected to this publishing house. If Nick’s name wasn’t one they recognized, he could still hope that Natalie’s would ring a bell. So how did he drop her name into things?
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      Anna took a deep breath. Her arms ached from holding the Hasselblad—she really should go digital, but nothing looked as good as the Hasselblad’s shots. She also still liked developing her own film. Something about the darkroom brought the images to life for her in a way that looking at them on a computer screen could never match. And with a model like this…the thought of watching his form bloom to life under her hands held quite a lot of appeal.

      She put the camera back on its tripod and grabbed two bottles of water from the ice chest. “Take five.”

      He gave a nod and tucked the prop gun away in the back of his jeans after checking to make sure it wasn’t functional. “Thanks. These lights really make you sweat.”

      Yes, they did. On him, it looked incredibly sexy. Maybe a little too sexy. She grabbed a towel from Linda and tossed it at him. “Have a seat. I need to reload my camera.” She grabbed the Hasselblad and headed for the darkroom to get the first roll developed—she wanted to see how things were looking.

      She still couldn’t figure out why a Navy SEAL would want to be a cover model, but she wasn’t going to complain. Her boss was going to be more than happy about the variety of images, and Gage was downright yummy in all the right places.

      Well over six feet, he had no tan lines, a lot of muscle, and a light spray of hair across his chest. A happy trail disappeared under the waistband of his jeans, which had her fantasizing about the pot of gold at the end. And when he smiled…there was no doubt that he belonged on the covers of romance novels. No woman would be able to walk past books featuring that face and that body without wanting to take them home. While she had sworn off men—she did not have the best track record when it came to guys—the sight of a truly delicious one sure sent her imagination into high gear. And this one got under her skin in a way that no one had for a long time.

      She tried to tell herself that she could look and not touch—but when they’d shaken hands, she’d felt an electric tingling run all the way through her body. He hadn’t squeezed her hand too hard or too lightly—just right. His hands were warm, calloused, strong, but he was so careful and deliberate that it made her wonder how his touch would feel in other places. She itched to run her finger down his straight nose and nibble on his firm jaw…

      But she was not going there. Not with anyone, and most definitely not with him.

      She reloaded the camera, then started developing. Gage looked better when he talked. His face lit up; his eyes went from flat and guarded to bright. He was missing his right earlobe, and she wondered if he’d lost it in the line of duty. She could shoot around it in the next session to give the art team some options if they didn’t want to show it, but she liked the small flaw. It somehow made him more…real.

      Leaving the photos to dry, she headed back out with her camera. Gage was sitting in a canvas chair, and Linda was fussing over him, touching up his makeup. The sound of loud voices echoed from the hall a moment before the door slammed open and Marcella strode in, dressed in tight leather pants, a fitted vest, and stiletto boots. Anna winced.

      Marcella had recently been hired as the company’s art director. She was good at her job, but she also had more affectation than Lady Gaga, a voice that could cut glass, and an artistic temperament. You never knew if you were going to get the happy Marcella, the sulky one, the angry one, or the pouting one. Her moods changed as fast as her fashions did.

      She stepped up to Gage, who’d stood when she entered, and held out her hand with her wrist arched as if she was expecting him to kiss it rather than shake it. “Marcella Bianchi. And who might you be, lover?”

      “Lieutenant Gage Jackelson,” he answered stiffly. He gave her hand a hard pump.

      Marcella’s smile faded, but a predatory look came into her eyes. “A lieutenant,” she said slowly. “How positively yummy.”

      Anna started to step in to play referee—several other models had complained about Marcella’s interference in their photo shoots—but her phone vibrated. She glanced at the screen and saw her mother’s number. “Why don’t we break for lunch?”

      Marcella frowned. “But I just got here. You go along now. Take your call.”

      But Gage was quick to jump on the excuse, grabbing his shirt and stepping away from Marcella. “Lunch sounds great. See you in an hour.”
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      Gage met up with Scotty and Spencer in a bar two blocks down the street. He’d hoped his teammates would show. He glanced at the guys, ordered a beer and joined them in a booth at the back.

      Scotty turned from admiring the waitress’s figure and lifted his beer when Gage slid in beside him. “To Nick. He shall not grow old, as we that are left grow old.”

      The clicked mugs. They’d been offering the same toast every day since Nick had died—and they’d keep doing it until they finally figured out what had happened.

      Gage glanced at his watch. “Where the hell is Kyle? Anyone hear from him yet?” Gage was starting to worry about him.

      Nick hadn’t just been a brother in arms to Kyle—he’d been Kyle’s actual brother. It was always hard to lose someone, but Gage couldn’t imagine what it must be like to lose your family. Kyle and Nick had been close, with Kyle looking up to his big brother, and ever since they’d gotten home, Kyle didn’t want to talk about it. He didn’t want to talk about anything. He was spending too much time on his own.

      Spencer glanced around the bar, and Gage did the same. It was just about automatic—you went into a place, you scanned the area for possible threats and exits. This one was a no-brainer. Front door and back. No apparent threats at the moment. The place was practically deserted. A barman rubbed idly at a spot on the bar and watched the baseball game on the TV over his shoulder. The waitress was hanging out with two college-age kids at the front. They were the only other customers.

      Spencer turned to Gage, his mouth pulled down. “His phone’s off—going straight to voicemail.”

      “I went by his apartment. Not there,” Scotty said. He pulled his eyes from the waitress with the tight ass.

      Shaking his head, Gage stared into his beer. “He blames himself.”

      Spencer straightened. “He should. He was in charge. It was his job to make sure everything went smoothly.”

      Scotty held up a hand. “Not helping, Spence. You know as well as I do that sometimes things just fall apart. And they for damn sure fall apart when we get set up. None of us here thinks that what happened to Nick was an accident, right? A

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/sealteamten_b1_title_v01.jpg
SEAL TEAM TEN | BOOK ONE

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

LESLIE NORTH





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/relay_logo_cmyk.jpg





OEBPS/images/sealteamten_b1_cover_v03.jpg
SEAL TEAM TEN | BOOK ONE

LESLIE NORTH





