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        A grumpy Navy SEAL who wants seclusion. A sunshiny diva who craves the spotlight. The deal they make could give them both what they need... if they don't kill each other.

      

      

      Navy SEAL Clay "Dirtman" Hagan's retirement plans are simple. Buy the dilapidated beachfront cottage he found listed for a song, fix it up, and live out his days in solitude. Everything is set until an anonymous bidder drives up the price of his future paradise.

      TV talk show host Tasha Jones is flying high, until one word--CANCELED--sends her crashing down. Now she's looking to resurrect her career with a new home renovation show, if they can get around the obnoxious buyer standing between her and the perfect property.

      When her competition turns out to be none other than the a-hole from her embarrassing drunken one-night stand, the battle for the property really heats up as the insults--and the sparks--fly. The producer notices the chemistry between them and decides the viewers will too and the concept for "Hot House" is born.

      If Clay agrees to have the self-centered star and her cameras in his house for the duration of the show, he gets to walk away with the property in the end. If Tasha can put up with living in the house with the Neanderthal control-freak during the construction, she gets a hit show and her career back.

      It shouldn't be hard since the director loves when they argue on camera, which is good since they agree on nothing. Well, almost nothing. They do agree they hate each other and neither wants a repeat of their one night together . . . So why does it keep happening?

      

      Hot SEAL, Dirty Martini is an enemies-to-lovers spicy rom com with a grumpy hero and a sunshiny heroine.
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      “Tasha! Open the door.”

      What the hell was going on? Was the house on fire? Was a tsunami on the way? Those were the only two reasons she could come up with as she spun in a circle, searching for a place to hide B.O.B..

      “Hold on a sec,” she yelled back as she shoved the vibrator under the towel and then scooped up her pajama bottoms from the floor.

      She nearly fell putting them on when her foot got caught in the fabric.

      When she was finally dressed, but not happy, she unlocked the door and yanked it open.

      “What’s wr—” She never finished her question.

      Clay, wild-eyed and panting as if he’d run a marathon, leaned with both hands braced against the doorframe.

      He looked crazed. Why?

      “What’s wrong?” This time she got the question out, genuinely concerned for both of their safety—until she swept her gaze down his body and noticed the massive tent in his shorts.

      Oh, my.

      She swallowed and brought her focus back to his face. “Clay?”

      “Why are you doing this when I’m right here?” His nostrils flared as he drew in quick breaths.

      “What are you talking about?” she asked.

      He pushed into the room, forcing her to take a step back. Clay closed the door to the hallway and when he turned back to her he was standing much closer than he had been before.

      She was cornered as he leaned against the sink, bracketing her with his Popeye arms and putting his face just a breath away from hers.

      “You know what I’m talking about.” He twisted his head to glance around the small space, before looking back at her with a sneer. “Where’d you hide the vibrator?”

      Busted.

      She opened her mouth to protest but it was no use. Offense seemed like her only defense so she switched gears and said, “What I do in the privacy of the bathroom is my own business.”

      “It’s not when I have to lay in that bed on the other side of this wall and listen to it every fucking night.”

      Her spatial awareness really did suck. She hadn’t realized that because of a jog in the hallway that put Clay’s door around the corner. And it was on a different side of the house than her room, but he was right. His bedroom would share a wall with the bathroom.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He shook his head at her apology, looking angrier than the circumstances warranted.

      Finally he said, “I’m right here.”

      The intensity of his words, bit out with a force only a man his size could accomplish, blew the hair that had fallen across her forehead.

      He couldn’t be suggesting what she thought he might be suggesting.

      “But you hate me,” she said, baffled and confused.

      His nostrils flared again. “Hate is a strong word.”
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      “As you can see, the view is amazing.”

      Like a shadow, or the stink that clung to the inside of a gym bag, the real estate agent followed Clay to the expansive picture window that faced the Pacific Ocean.

      Clay made a non-committal grunt to acknowledge he’d heard the man, but didn’t comment. He didn’t mean to be rude to Russell Ramirez, real estate agent extraordinaire, but this was business. Hundreds of thousands of Clay’s dollars were on the line here.

      On the outside Clay remained cool as a cucumber. On the inside he was doing backflips, because even with as annoying as Ramirez was by being up Clay’s ass throughout the duration of the showing, the man was right. This was one of the most amazing views Clay had ever seen—and that was saying something because he’d seen a lot in his twenty-years in the Navy.

      The good news was the view came with a ramshackle bungalow that had seen better days. That was good news because it had a bargain price tag to match its downtrodden state.

      The only reason a developer hadn’t already snapped it up had to be the size of the lot and the zoning laws. The structure couldn’t be added on to. Not up, since a second story wasn’t allowed. Definitely not out, since the building just about rode the property line as it was.

      Restoration of the original home was the only option, and that was fine because Clay had no intention of expanding. The house had character just as it was—unlike some of the other buildings he’d seen.

      The 1950s single story, one thousand square foot bungalow located in Imperial Beach suited him just fine.

      He didn’t need or want more space than that. He’d lived in the bachelor barracks for enough years, he didn’t have much stuff or need much room. Just a bedroom large enough to fit a bed and space outdoors for a barbecue grill.

      What would he do with a big piece of property anyway? He sure as hell didn’t want to spend his retirement years tending a yard.

      Here, the Pacific could be his backyard. It was perfect. His own little piece of paradise.

      “So what do you think?” the agent asked. When Clay didn’t reply immediately, he said, “Mr. Hagan?”

      It had to be driving the man crazy that Clay had yet to comment.

      After two decades in the Navy, the majority of that time spent as a SEAL, Clay knew well how to bide his time. The team would prepare, and then wait. And then wait some more. Finally, only when the time was right, they’d jump into action and spring on their prey—which was usually someone who wanted them dead.

      Compared to Clay’s experience with armed insurgents out to annihilate him and all he held dear, one California real estate agent was nothing.

      Clay lifted a shoulder and said, “I don’t know. It needs a lot of work.”

      That was the truth, but it was mostly cosmetic. He knew the bones were good. The house was solid. Amazing, considering its beachfront location. It was a testament to the craftsmen who’d built it so many years ago. Back when quality mattered.

      “It’s the perfect restoration project for the right person.” The agent was a good salesman. With one sentence he’d deflected Clay’s criticism and turned it into a challenge.

      Oh, Clay was the right person, all right. He’d grown up with a hammer in his hand, fixing and building whatever he and his carpenter-by-trade father could find.

      He was the right person—but he’d be damned if he’d pay asking price. Only suckers didn’t bargain for a better price.

      Clay turned to the agent. “Can I think about it and get back to you?”

      “Yes, but be aware there’s been a lot of interest in the property recently . . .”

      Bull shit. Clay had done his homework. He’d looked up the history of the listing online. The house had been on the market for two years and the seller had dropped the price by nearly a hundred thousand dollars total during that time.

      He kept that knowledge to himself and let the agent pretend there were other interested parties.

      “I understand. I’ll get back to you.” Confident there really was no competition and the house would be his—and for twenty thousand below asking, which was what he planned to offer—Clay extended his hand to the agent. “Thanks for your time.”

      “No problem. I look forward to hearing from you soon.”

      With a non-committal nod, Clay pivoted and headed out the front door and toward his pick-up truck.

      It wasn’t until he was behind the wheel and pulling away that he allowed himself to smile. This house was as good as his. No doubt about it.

      He navigated to 75 North, heading toward Coronado and his current, hopefully short-term, furnished rental that he’d moved into when he’d retired two months ago.

      He’d been looking at properties since then but today’s was the first to get him excited. That called for a celebratory drink. He hit a name in his cell’s contact list to dial one of his buddies, put the call on speaker and listened to the ringing.

      “Hello.”

      “Hey, Knots. You up for a visit to McP’s?”

      “Dirtman! You know it. I’m always up for McP’s.”

      Clay smiled at his teammate’s willingness to be swayed into day drinking, even during the week. Asher “Knots” Dillon never did say no to an invitation.

      “You sure you can get away?” Clay asked. Asher was still on active duty at the base.

      “Yeah, sure. Nobody will miss me for an hour. Nothing going on here anyway. I’m basically killing time until my leave starts.”

      Clay remembered those days, counting the days and hours until leave started, but he wasn’t in that world anymore. Now, his whole life was one long leave and today, he intended to take advantage of that and celebrate his new house with a few cocktails.

      “Perfect. See you there in about ten?” Clay said.

      “Um. Better make it fifteen,” Asher corrected.

      “You got it. I’ll have a bourbon neat waiting for you.”

      Asher laughed and said, “Well, in that case, I’ll be there in ten.”

      Another check in the pro column for this house—it was less than fifteen minutes away from his and his friends’ old stomping ground at Coronado.

      It really couldn’t be more perfect.

      Clay’s mind buzzed as he tried to decide how long to wait to call the agent and put in his bid for twenty thousand below asking price.

      Three days maybe? Just so he wouldn’t look too anxious.

      Nah. No way he could wait that long. He was too excited. He wanted in that house as soon as possible so he could start fixing it up. He had a sneaky suspicion he’d be calling tomorrow.

      Apparently playing hard to get wasn’t his strong suit.

      Hitting the accelerator, he sped faster. A dirty martini, served up in a chilled glass with extra olives, awaited him.
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      “Tasha. Jane. Can you two come into my office, please?” Jerry had popped his head into Tasha’s dressing room and then disappeared just as quickly as he’d come.

      Still facing the mirror, Tasha frowned and caught her assistant's gaze in the reflection. “We go on air live in fifteen minutes and he wants to have a meeting now?”

      Jane shrugged. “He’s the boss.”

      “Humph.” That was all Tasha had to say in response, because even though Jerry was the executive producer of Good Day, San Diego, there’d be no show without Tasha.

      Viewers tuned in daily to see her.

      The Daytime Emmy Award for Best Host of a Lifestyle Program displayed on her mantelpiece had the name Tasha Jones engraved on it. Not Jerry Bernstein’s.

      Tasha took one last glance at herself in the mirror above her make-up table.

      Why she bothered looking, she wasn’t sure because however she looked right now was how she was going on air. There’d be no time to change anything now. Not with a command performance in Jerry’s office and then the show going live in—she glanced at the time—about thirteen minutes.

      She sighed and stood. “Might as well get in there and see what’s so important.”

      Jane nodded and they made their way down the hall together and into Jerry’s office.

      “Shut the door.”

      Tasha pivoted to do as Jerry had ordered, without benefit of a please or thank you from him, she noted.

      When she turned back toward the desk, she also took note of the deep furrow between his brows. The man’s entire demeanor broadcasted stress.

      For the first time since getting this mysterious summons to his office, she stopped being annoyed and began to get worried.

      “Jerry, what’s wrong?” Tasha lowered herself to perch on the edge of a chair. She had a feeling she might need to be sitting for this.

      Next to her, Jane did the same. Tasha resisted the urge to reach out and hold Jane’s hand for support—support for herself, not for Jane. Call her selfish, but she was getting scared.

      “I wanted you to hear this from me first.” Given Jerry’s expression and those doom-filled words—nothing good could follow that sentence.

      Her pulse whooshed so loud in her ears she barely heard the rest of what he said as he continued, “The network is making the official announcement later today. The show’s not being renewed for next season.”

      When she exhaled the breath she’d been holding she realized she couldn’t get new air into her lungs. For a few panicked seconds it was as if she were underwater, drowning, unable to draw breath.

      A few shallow breaths in quick succession convinced her she wasn’t going to suffocate, but she might pass out.

      “Are you all right?” Jane asked.

      Tasha shook her head. She wasn’t now and wouldn’t be for a long time.

      How could she be all right? She’d just bought a condo. She had a huge mortgage on it because she’d expected the show to be renewed.

      The ratings were great. She’d just won the Emmy. She’d foreseen no earthly reason why they’d want to cancel a successful show. She still couldn’t fathom their motivation.

      “Why?” she asked Jerry, appalled to hear her voice sounded as breathless as she felt.

      “The network wants to go another direction with their daytime programming.”

      “What other direction?” she asked, shaking her head, baffled.

      He lifted one shoulder. “Harder hitting stories. Political commentary. Big name interviews both from Hollywood and Washington.”

      She felt the frown form on her brow in spite of the Botox injections she’d gotten at thirty-two years old because she knew she’d better look good on camera for this thankless ageist network that didn’t appreciate a successful show when they saw it.

      “The viewers like what we do. They love the cooking segments, and cocktail recipes, and the fashion advice, and the celebrity interviews. And the ratings are⁠—”

      Jerry’s continuous head shaking cut off the rest of  Tasha’s list of proof that the network was wrong.

      “I know, Tash. Everything you’re saying is true. Ratings are good but they’re stagnant. There’s been no growth in viewership for more than two years.”

      “How can we expect growth? With all the cord cutting and streaming channels out there, no network show is showing growth.” In fact, in Tasha’s opinion, holding steady was a miracle.

      She considered not losing rating points a win in this environment where there were so many other things vying for viewers’ attention.

      Jerry lifted one shoulder. “Hallmark Network has seen a considerable gain since twenty-sixteen.”

      Tasha frowned. “Really?”

      She considered what he said, which must be true. Jerry might be cold hearted and have horrible timing, but he wasn’t an outright liar.

      But Hallmark played the opposite of deep political shows. They catered to viewers who wanted light escapism, which was exactly what her show was and what her network wanted to move away from. It only proved her point—the network’s new direction was wrong.

      She opened her mouth to explain just that when Jerry held up his hand and stopped her words before they left her lips.

      “Look, Tash. It was a good show. We had a good run. Five years is longer than most shows make it. But the decision has already been made. They’re not going to change their mind no matter what anyone says. Believe me, I tried.”

      He was already using the past tense when speaking about her show and by association, her career too. It felt like a post-mortem.

      She sat, stunned into shocked silence, leaving a long pause in the conversation that neither Jane nor Jerry interrupted.

      “When?” she finally asked.

      “This season will end as scheduled. Today is the last day of the live shows. As planned, we’ll run previously aired content over the summer. The network will launch the new show replacing yours in your time slot in September, beginning the week after Labor Day.”

      Deep down she hoped ratings sucked, the viewers hated the new show and the network regretted their decision, and she didn’t feel at all bad about thinking it.

      Even so, none of that would do her any good. If the new show failed nothing would change for her personally.

      The news was still going to go out on the wire today that her show hadn’t been picked up for another season.

      This time of year announcements like that were daily occurrences as networks ironed out their schedules for the upcoming fall season. Shows didn’t get picked up all the time, but never her show.

      It might be foolish to think so, but the cancellation felt like a blemish on her record. A stigma. One that could never be erased.

      Blowing out a breath, she steeled herself to move forward—at least through the next hour. After that she could fall apart.

      “All right.” She stood and smoothed her pencil skirt with her hands.

      Turning, she somehow managed to walk out of the office under her own power even though her legs felt as weak as when she’d been crazy enough to run that half-marathon.

      Out in the hall, she looked closely at every face she saw, studying the expression, trying to decide who knew, who didn’t.

      They were all in the same boat. They too were out of a job. Every one of the crew. Her crew. Though not hers anymore. Not after the end of the show today.

      That was it then. Next week, instead of going on hiatus and into contract negotiations for what she’d planned on being a nice bump in pay for next season, she’d be unemployed along with everyone else here today.

      God, she was so screwed. Her savings weren’t going to get her very far. Not after splurging on new furniture to go in her newly purchased condo.

      She had to call her agent. She had to start lining up auditions for another job . . .

      And she couldn’t do any of it until after she got through a one-hour live show, smiling and cheerful on what had to be the worst day of her life.

      What the hell had Jerry been thinking springing this on her when she was about to walk on air live?

      She added something new to the top of her To Do list—get a freaking drink. She certainly needed one. But unless they happened to be mixing cocktails on the show today, that too would have to wait.

      “Five minutes!”

      For the first time since getting her dream job, Tasha wasn’t happy to hear those words shouted backstage.

      But it didn’t matter. A studio packed full with a live audience for today’s show waited for her. In five minutes she’d have to go out there and smile and pretend nothing was wrong.

      Pretend that she wasn’t pissed and upset and jobless and possibly soon to be homeless.

      Pretend things were fine. As good as they were before she stepped foot into that office and got the news.

      No. Forget all that! She wasn’t going to pretend.

      The fans loved her. They were and always would be on her side and they deserved the truth. They deserved to know. To find out from her, not from some gossip rag or entertainment show reporter.

      That was too impersonal. She had to address this personally. Directly. Now. On air. Straight to the studio audience and the viewers at home.

      Nothing much. Just a simple statement that there wouldn’t be a season six. That today’s would be the last live show. Ever.

      At that thought her throat tightened and she felt the prick of tears behind her eyes. She ignored the feeling and stalked toward the set.

      Jane ran after her. “Are you going to be all right?” she asked.

      “Fine.” The single strangled word didn’t come out sounding as if she were fine. Tasha dared to glance at Jane and saw the concern etched on her features.

      Feeling sentimental, Tasha pulled Jane against her in a hug. When she leaned back she saw Jane looked as surprised by the uncharacteristic move as she was herself.

      “You’re good people, Jane. You’ll get another job soon. Probably right away. Someone will scoop you right up.” Tasha forced a smile. She’d better get good at doing that—faking smiles.

      “You will too. I’m certain.” Jane nodded hard, sending her ponytail bobbing.

      Tasha let out a snort, wishing she were as sure.

      “One minute!” The call brought her back to the obstacle ahead. The show. The last one. Ever.

      She drew in a shaky breath and smiled again, ignoring how her eyes had gone blurry. Ignoring too how closely Jane, clearly worried, was watching her, probably wondering if she could pull off this show today. That made two of them.

      “Show time,” she said as the theme music began to play. She left Jane behind her and strode out onto the set for the final time.

      “Good day, San Diego.” She delivered the show’s opening tag line but couldn’t bring herself to go on with business as usual and deliver the next line she was supposed to. The one she’d said every show for five years—It’s going to be a great day.

      “It’s not such a great day here today, I’m sad to say.” Tasha scanned the faces of the crowd as her words sunk in, as one by one they realized she hadn’t repeated the usual words.

      She continued, “I’m sorry to have to say these words, but today will be the last Good Day, San Diego live show. We haven’t been renewed for next season.”

      There were gasps from the audience. A couple of people said aloud, “No.”

      She dared to glance to the side and saw the looks on the faces of the crew. They were all in this boat together. More like a sinking ship.

      Her emotions began to take hold of her.

      “The network, in its infinite wisdom, has decided to change focus.” Sadness turned to anger and spilled out in her tone as she actually used air quotes to reinforce the words that she still found baffling and ridiculous. “They want serious news and politics. Because there’s not already enough network and cable news channels running news and politics twenty-four/seven, right?”

      Heart pounding, she scanned the audience and saw nods of agreement from those in the crowd.

      Encouraged and discouraged all at the same time, Tasha continued, “And you know what? I have to think it’s because men are running the network. Men who don’t understand or maybe just don’t care what a predominantly female audience wants. They’re making the decision to change based on what? I certainly don’t know. Our ratings are great. We have incredible sponsors. Our viewers are some of the best damn fans in daytime TV.”

      A cheer and applause rose up making the tears she’d been barely holding back threaten to spill over the rim of her flooded eyes.

      “Well, I value your opinion, even if they don’t.” She was shouting over the applause now and with every one of her words the cheers got louder.

      It only reinforced what she knew. She was right. They were wrong. This decision was wrong.

      “Bunch of fucking dickheads,” she mumbled, shaking her head at their stupidity.

      Uh, oh. She’d whispered it but, of course, she was wearing a microphone.

      Had the audience heard over the noise?

      Judging by the looks she was getting from both the audience and the crew, they’d heard.

      Oh, well. What were they going to do? Fire her?

      Still, she was a professional and the fans had come here today to be entertained. It was still her job to do that one more time.

      “Let’s get on with the show, shall we? And since it’s my last one, let’s make it a great one.” With another in what was to become a long hour’s worth of forced smiles, Tasha spun and stalked toward her on-stage desk, her legs shaking as she went.
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      “Another one, p—please.” The visibly intoxicated brunette next to Clay hiccupped as she leaned heavily against the bar rail.

      She plunked her empty glass on the bar setting it half on and half off the coaster.

      Behind the bar, Raymond paused while drying a glass with a towel and eyed the woman. “You driving?”

      “Nope. But thanks for asking. I’m ordering an Uber. Uber. That’s a funny word. It’s fun to say. Uuuuuber.”

      The bartender, an old retired sailor who’d seen and heard too much in his life, and behind this bar, cocked a brow high. “All right.”

      He turned to grab a glass to make the drink.

      Clay watched as the man mixed something pink and girly in the glass. It reminded him of the Sex on the Beach that one of his teammates always drank in spite of the razzing he took from the guys every time he ordered the damn thing. Though he had to respect his friend for sticking to his guns—or rather his cocktail—no matter what.

      The woman tilted her head to look at Clay, frowning as if she’d just noticed him standing there. “Did I cut in front of you?”

      Yes, she had, but he was willing to wait. He was a gentleman. Besides, he was in no rush to order his next round since he’d be drinking it solo. Asher had had to head back to base after his one drink.

      “It’s fine.” He waved away her question.

      Her blue-eyed gaze dropped down to his flip-flops, then back up, taking in his cargo shorts, his T-shirt and finally, his unshaven face.

      Clay hadn’t been looked up and down that thoroughly in a long time. Maybe today was going to turn out to be his lucky day all around. He’d found a house. He’d found a woman who was obviously out on the prowl for a man.

      “Half day today at work?” she asked.

      He frowned and then realized that she was asking why he was dressed like a beach bum at a bar on a Thursday in the middle of the day.

      It was still early. Just about fourteen-hundred—make that two p.m. for the civilians of the world, of which Clay had to keep reminding himself he was now one of.

      “Better than that.” He grinned, answering her question about working a half a day. “No work at all. I got out a couple of months ago.”

      “Jail.” She nodded, her lips pressed tight. “That figures.”

      “What?” He almost choked on the word.

      “I sure can pick ’em,” she mumbled, ignoring his shocked question as she shoved a twenty toward the bartender and reached for her drink.

      “No. Jesus. Not out of jail. Out of the Navy.”

      What in the ever-loving hell? Why would she assume when he’d said out that he meant he’d just gotten out of jail?

      Besides his clearly visible U.S. Navy tattoo on his forearm, in this town you couldn’t throw a rock without hitting a sailor. Particularly at this bar. It was owned by a retired SEAL, for fuck’s sake. Every second guy in here was probably Navy.

      Feeling more insulted the more he thought about her judgmental comment—and that visual once over she’d subjected him to—he couldn’t let it go. “What made you think I’d meant jail?”

      “No offense.” She lifted one shoulder. “I’m a lil’ drunk. I had a bad day.”

      Now it was his turn to nod, accepting her answer without question or comment since it was more than obvious it was the truth. She certainly was drunk. The other part—her supposed bad day—he couldn’t know or care less about.

      “But you really can’t blame me for making assumptions with all that ink on you,” she continued, indicating his tattoos with the swirl of one condescending finger.

      Things probably would have been fine—he could have walked away without further issue—if she’d just kept her pretty little mouth closed and hadn’t started in on his tattoos. But instead she’d gone and started talking shit.

      Now her gaze swept from the bone frog on his calf, past the U.S. Navy anchor on his forearm and up to the cross tattoo barely visible on his bicep beneath his short sleeves.

      That particular one she’d better keep quiet about or he might just lose his shit. She’d managed to insult him, the SEAL brother he’d lost and memorialized in ink, and his tattoo artist, all in one judgmental glance and a single sentence. A man couldn’t let an offense like that stand unaddressed.

      He turned to face her head on. “Are you saying my tattoos look like prison ink?”

      She lifted a shoulder, grabbing her drink off the bar and sucking hard on the straw.

      Her ignorance told him one thing—she wasn’t one of those women who hung around bars frequented by SEALs to try to land one for the night. A frog hog would have recognized what he was, just from the bone frog on his leg.

      Prison ink. He muttered an obscenity beneath his breath, torn between being angry with her over the insult and angry with himself for watching her lips wrap around the straw.

      He shouldn’t be attracted to a woman this ignorant and bitchy. There must be something wrong with him. Or maybe he just needed to get laid.

      Yanking his attention off her mouth, he got back to the subject at hand—her insulting his ink. “I’ll have you know these were all done by an award-winning local tattoo artist.”

      “Really? Hmm. I wouldn’t know. I don’t have any tattoos.” She lifted her shoulder again.

      No tattoos, but definitely a stick firmly planted up her ass. Clay let out a snort. “No surprise there.”

      “What’s that
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