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      A one-night stand leaves this Navy SEAL with a surprise...

      It was just supposed to be one night of no-strings-attached fun, but now Sofia Popov has become the center of former Navy SEAL Ian Campbell’s life. Sofia turns out to be the teacher of Ian’s teen son, Gavin—the same teacher who meets him in the hospital when Gavin suffers a seizure at school.

      And he’s not the only teen who’s landed in the hospital. Ian is already formulating a plan to make those responsible pay, when Sofia drops a bombshell: she’s pregnant.

      Sofia’s in way over her head—not only with Ian but also with a dangerous cartel that wants her silenced. While the police don’t take her concerns seriously, Ian’s private investigation firm does. And that’s a good thing, because this cartel wants to shut her up. Permanently.

      She doesn’t think twice when Ian offers her a safe place to stay. Now it’s up to Ian’s private investigation firm to get to the bottom of things to protect the teens of San Diego—and the woman who’s winning Ian’s heart.
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      "Please don’t let him be a loser.”

      Sofia Popov laughed as her friend Karen muttered the phrase over and over, nervously scanning the crowded bar.

      “I’ve got a good feeling about this one,” Sofia said, knowing that it wouldn’t help. After a string of failed Tinder dates Karen was jaded enough to need pre-date back-up in the form of her work bestie. “And you look hot tonight, so if he’s a dud we’ll just stay out and see if we can find any other options.”

      Speaking of options…

      Sofia’s eyes darted to the man she’d noticed the second she walked into the popular Gaslamp Quarter bar. It was hard not to notice him, given the way he towered over the crowd. He seemed to command the space around him and made the other men look like middle school boys dressed up for a school dance. She fought the urge to stare at him from her perch at the bar. But it wasn’t like she was in the market for a real relationship, like Karen. She preferred to keep things simple. Friends-with-benefits arrangements were what worked for her.

      “Talk about hot,” Karen said, forcing Sofia to look away from the handsome stranger. She gestured up and down Sofia’s body. “That dress looks painted on. Why do you hide all of…” Her hand paused near Sofia’s breasts. “That.”

      Sofia laughed, though she felt her cheeks get warm at the compliment. “I suppose this dress is a little inappropriate for a high school chem teacher. Our boss would probably have a problem with it.”

      Karen shrugged. “I don’t know about that. My office shares a paper-thin wall with Principal Davidson’s, so I know all of his secrets. He’s a dirty old man.”

      They laughed but Karen’s expression quickly slid back to stressed.

      “Hey,” Sofia said, giving her friend’s hand a squeeze. “I’m here for you. If he’s weird, just give me the signal, and I’ll come over and fake an emergency, okay? Now go grab that high top over there, where I can see you.” She pointed to a table where a couple was collecting their things to leave.

      Karen nodded and took a deep breath. She pulled out her compact to check her make-up and slid her hand down the back of her blonde curls. “Wish me luck.”

      “You don’t need it—you’ve got this.”

      Sofia watched Karen thread her way to the table then turned her attention to the bartender, trying to ignore the fact that he looked nearly young enough to be one of her students.

      “What can I get you?” he asked. “I make a mean Cosmo.”

      Sofia shook her head. “Nope, I’m easy. Just a Bud, please.”

      The bartender chuckled and disappeared to fetch it.

      She wasn’t much of a drinker and just wanted something she could sip while waiting…for Karen to be joined by a muscular guy with wild red hair! A man not only punctual but cute, too. Good for Karen.

      Her friend’s quick wave and nod at her told Sofia that yes, this was her date and she wasn’t creeped out by him yet. Great. Now all she had to do was wait for Karen’s permission to leave, and she’d be off for the night. She waved back a “message received” signal.

      Sofia hoped she’d be dismissed soon. Her feet were already killing her in the stilettoes she’d dug out from the back of her closet. She slid her fingernail along the edge of the label on the bottle, blotting out the noise and crowd until she sensed someone standing behind her.

      “Hi there.”

      The voice was deep enough to resonate over the pulsing bassline. She turned, a polite dismissal on her lips, but froze when she realized who it was.

      It was him. The guy she couldn’t stop noticing, giving her a look that suggested that the feeling was mutual.

      He was even taller and broader standing in front of her, taking up enough space that all she could see was him. All she wanted to see was him, with his rough-hewn good looks—strong shoulders, long legs, big hands, and a neatly trimmed brown beard that she couldn’t help imagining scratching against her inner thighs.

      He reached up a hand to brush at his beard, and her eye followed the movement, then traced along the swirl of black ink trailing his forearm. How far did his tattoo go? Under the rolled-up sleeve of his button-down? She’d tilted her head to see when she caught herself and blushed, forcing her gaze up to his face again. He was smiling at her.

      “Hi,” she managed to say.

      “I’m Ian, and we’re both on friend-watching duty tonight, I guess.” He half-turned and she didn’t stare at the way he filled out his shirt and certainly not at how the fit of his pants showed off his firm ass. She did take a look at his other hand and forearm as he pointed over at the booths and noticed the tattoos on that arm, too. “The guy who just joined your friend is my friend, Eric.”

      “Oh!” Sofia understood. “I’m Sofia.” She stretched out her hand, and Ian took it to shake. His palm was callused, his grip firm, and his hand fit in some indescribable way. She almost shivered when he left go.

      “You caught me—I’m my friend’s bodyguard tonight,” Sofia continued, and Ian laughed, the sound deep and sexy.

      “Yeah, I get it. I’m babysitting,” he said, and Sofia almost spluttered on the sip of beer she’d taken.

      “He looks a little too big to need a nanny,” she commented, grinning. “If you mean wingman, say wingman.”

      “Not exactly. He asked me to tag along in case his date was a no-show. Or if she showed up and decided to hightail it when she saw him. The red hair can be make or break.” Ian’s rueful expression suggested that had happened before. “At least with me here, we could have a beer and he’d feel like less of a loser.”

      Sofia felt for Eric, whose attempts at dating sounded almost as messy as Karen’s. “Well, looks like things are going okay so far.”

      They glanced at their friends and saw them leaning close and laughing.

      “Good,” Ian said with a satisfied nod. “Eric deserves it.”

      Sofia was charmed by his concern for his friend. “Please, join me.” She indicated the stool next to her and he squeezed his way in.

      The bartender appeared, and Ian raked his gaze over the choice of drinks. “I’ll have one of those, too,” he ordered, pointing a thumb at Sofia’s bottle. “May I get you another Bud, Sofia?”

      “No, I’m fine, thanks,” she replied.

      “Sofia.” He repeated her name as if he liked saying it. She liked him saying it. “What do you do? I mean, obviously, you could be a model but—”

      Sofia held up a hand, palm out. “Stop right there. Why do I think your friend told you that cheesy pickup line?”

      “Guilty.” Ian held up both hands, wincing along with her. “He’s been riding me about getting out more and being so clueless. But how did you know?”

      “You looked uncomfortable saying it. About as uncomfortable as I feel in this outfit,” Sofia confessed.

      Ian gave her a slow once-over, her skin heating as his gaze swept over her. “Well, you look amazing in it.”

      The lower, more intent note to his voice as he said it strummed her nerve endings. “To answer your original question, I’m a teacher, trying to remember how to be a human for the night.” Sofia took a gulp of her drink, wondering if it would cool her down.

      Ian’s lips tilted in a wry smile. “And I’m a former SEAL, trying to figure out civilian life again.”

      Sofia’s eyes opened wide. “Thank you for your service.” She wanted to ask him more about it, but the conversation swerved into the first of the hundred and one other topics that came up, such as the song that was playing, leading them to argue the merits of their favorite bands and singers, each trying to convince the other of the superiority of their choices, and the sports memorabilia hanging on the walls sparking animated discussion of their favorite teams and players. The hint of the south in his accent fascinated her—he was from Atlanta, he said.

      “So you grew up with Southern belles?”

      He made a face like something smelled bad. “Not my type.”

      “What is?” Sofia barely recognized her own voice. Where had that sultry tone come from?

      “Fun and intelligent.” He let his gaze trail around her face, taking in her features. “With dark eyes and gorgeous long dark hair.” His eyes briefly dropped lower. “A slender, delicate build, and—”

      “Sorry to interrupt …”

      Sofia managed to look away from Ian and turned to see Karen and Eric standing nearby, her friend’s hand tucked through Eric’s arm. No need to ask if everything was okay.

      “We thought we’d…head on out,” Karen said.

      Hook up, Sofia translated, and Ian’s expression said he was fluent in Tinder-speak too.

      “If you’ll be okay?” Karen continued, a hopeful expression on her face.

      “Sure.” Even though Karen was her ride, there was no way she was going to stand in the way of whatever was about to go down. “I’ll Uber.”

      “No, I’ll see Sofia gets home.” Somehow Ian’s statement was an edict, one their friends took as permission to exit. Quickly.

      “Wow. Talk about zero to sixty! They practically ran out of here.” Good for Karen, though. Tendrils of longing and daring uncurled in Sofia, and she shot a look at Ian under her lashes.

      Ian laughed, but his expression turned serious. “Just to be clear, taking you home doesn’t mean I’m making a move. I’m not in a place for a relationship right now.”

      “A bit presumptuous of you to assume that’s what I want.” Sofia finished her drink, and maybe the last drops fueled her courage. She slid from the stool to her feet and smoothed down her dress. “Maybe I’m just looking for a little fun?”

      The intent, almost predatory way Ian’s gaze tracked her movements had her pulse racing, and she didn’t think it settled the entire journey home, and certainly not when he opened the door of her house for her…which was when he kissed her.

      From some men, that could have been a goodnight kiss, but the way Ian held her face, his thumbs stroking her cheekbones as his mouth took hers, and how her lips parted for his tongue to plunder? It was a prelude. Despite her high heels, Sofia stretched on tiptoe to kiss him back, feeling his thick, hard length pressing into her stomach.

      In her bedroom, Ian unzipped her dress slowly, leaving a trail of kisses on her skin as he revealed it inch by inch. “I’ve been aching to do that,” he confessed, his eyes hooded. “I had my eye on you the second you walked through the door.”

      Sofia was aching too, more with every minute as Ian stripped her bare, then pulled his own clothes off with less patience. She traced the ridges of his abs with her fingertips and her nipples tightened even before Ian teased them with his fingertips, paying her back, and when he lowered his head to take one furled bud in his mouth, she moaned.

      “Please tell me you have condoms,” Ian said.

      “Nightstand,” Sofia gasped, scrabbling for them, following Ian’s movements a few seconds later as he rolled one on.

      She barely recognized herself in the desperate woman straddling Ian, sinking down onto him as he rocked up, so he penetrated her in one long, deep thrust that dragged a scream from her lungs. She’d never felt so raw and so primal.

      And she’d never experienced anything like the climax that shattered her when Ian reached down to stroke her clit at the same time as he bucked up hard into her, taking only a few more strokes to find his own powerful release.

      “And that’s just round one,” he panted, as she slid, boneless, from his body.

      He kept his word.
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        * * *

      

      Sofia woke alone, and her delicious languor turned into disappointment. At Ian for leaving, without saying goodbye, and at herself, for wanting it otherwise.

      “We agreed,” she muttered, thumping her pillow and wincing when her sore muscles protested. “One night was all we wanted. Okay, so it was the best sex of my life, and he was the sexiest, best-looking, and most fascinating guy I’ve ever met but…”

      She’d get over it. Wouldn’t she?
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      “Sir! You can’t charge through here—sir!”

      Ian Campbell didn’t slow for the hospital auxiliary, dodging around the man and racing past. The guy was no doubt on the radio to security, but it didn’t matter who he called: no one would stop Ian getting to his son.

      The call from the high school to say that Gavin had had a seizure and was in an ambulance on his way to hospital had Ian’s heart thudding in a way no SEAL mission had.

      Thank God—the doors were right there. Ian burst through into the ER. “Gavin Campbell,” he snapped at the receptionist. “My son. He was brought here.” He took a deep breath, forcefully calling on his honed control and steadiness. He’d need them now, even if most matters concerning his son tended to challenge them.

      “The seizure. Fourteen-year-old male,” a nurse passing behind the desk informed the receptionist, pointing to something on her computer screen. Good. He was in favor of anything that sped this process along.

      “How is he?” he demanded of the nurse.

      “He’s being checked out right now. We’ll know more after that.” Her half-smile expressed compassion and sympathy. “When the tests are done, your son will be brought back to his room—I’ll walk you there now. This way.”

      Ian focused on slowing his steps, walking at her side. “Thank you,” he said when she stopped at a door.

      “Oh, the teacher who rode with him is in there too,” the nurse said as she swung open the door.

      “Right. That’s…” Any air left in his lungs was forced from them by the punch to the gut he got when he saw the dark-eyed, dark-haired woman sitting in the visitor’s chair. “You!”

      Sofia. That small, delicate-looking woman who’d haunted his waking thoughts and nightly dreams since that night they’d spent together.

      Ian closed his eyes in case she read his thoughts there. His desire. “Sofia? What are you doing here?”

      Sofia’s eyes were wide, and she stuttered a little when she replied, “I—I met Allison, his mother, at the welcome event, but are you Gavin Campbell’s father?”

      Ian nodded. “His mother and I are divorced. Five years now. We share custody. Gavin usually lives primarily with her, but he’s currently staying with me while Allison’s overseas. And yes, I missed the welcome evening. But I still don’t understand—”

      “I’m Gavin’s chemistry teacher.”

      “Shit.” Ian sank onto the plastic chair opposite Sofia, then his sense of propriety caught up to what he’d said. He was horrified. “Excuse me.”

      “Please. I teach in a high school. I hear worse than that every day. And that’s just in the faculty lounge.” The smile she gave didn’t reach her eyes, but he appreciated her trying to dispel the acute awkwardness that was filling the sterile room.

      He scrubbed his hands over his face. “I know Gavin had a seizure. Can you tell me what happened?”

      “Gavin asked to be excused to use the bathroom, and when he came back, he was…acting strangely.”

      Ian’s lips thinned. He was in no mood for vague language, not when his son was sick, probably getting hooked up to machines and being prodded by doctors. Before he could give voice to the half-a-dozen questions rattling around his brain, fighting to get loose, Sofia spoke again, her tone low.

      “I believe he was getting high.”

      “Absolutely not. My son does not do drugs.”

      “Ian…” Sofia saying his name, her voice breathy, would under other circumstances have stroked a thrill down his spine. But judging from her frown, she didn’t like what else she had to tell him, and so neither would he. “While Gavin was on the floor, a half-smoked joint fell out of his pocket.”

      “But—”

      “And no kid who’s trying drugs for the first time does it alone in a school bathroom in the middle of the day.”

      He leaned forward, wanting to deny her charge again, but couldn’t. What she said made a horrible kind of sense, even if it had his stomach in knots. He stood and paced the few steps the room allowed, needing to do something rather than face his guilt.

      Guilt at failing as a father, one who was too busy trying to get his new life started and hadn’t paid enough attention to the son who’d come to live with him. Guilt at knowing the son he loved was falling into dangerous choices and destructive behavior while Ian, his father, had failed to notice anything was wrong.

      “I have the joint here.” Sofia fished in her purse and pulled out a Ziploc bag.

      If she intended it as further proof, Ian didn’t need it. Why would she lie? He nodded dully.

      “I’m afraid I have to report this.”

      “I know,” he replied. She wouldn’t be the diligent teacher he felt she was if she didn’t. He cleared his throat. “What’s going to happen to my son?”

      “Gavin will get a suspension for smoking on school grounds.”

      Of course he would. And he’d be lucky if that was all he suffered from this. The idiot. But Ian wasn’t sure who was the bigger idiot here, son or father. His hands bunched into fists.

      “Ian.” He looked down to see Sofia’s small hand on his arm. Her soft touch relaxed his muscles that were taut in anger. “Do you mind if I ask…does Gavin have a history of seizures?”

      Concern shone from her chocolate-brown eyes. All his instincts told him there was something more going on here. She needed this answer from him…and then he would get some answers from her.

      “He used to have them as a kid. We could never figure out why, even after we did all sorts of testing. But he hasn’t had one in years. I honestly thought that the problem had worked itself out. I guess that was too optimistic.”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” she answered, looking even more worried. He noticed her fiddling with the end of her ponytail again, the same way she had right before telling him about the joint. He was getting a sense that that was her “bad news” tell. He’d have to keep an eye out for it. He found himself taking a breath, bracing for whatever she’d say next. “I think the seizure happened because of the drugs.”

      “You think Gavin is…what, allergic to marijuana?”

      “No, I think the marijuana he smoked was enhanced. And not by accident. This isn’t the first case I’ve seen this year of a kid being hospitalized after a joint. And yes, there are always going to be some extreme cases every now and then, but it’s been happening more and more in the past six months. There’s even been a drugs-related death. I’m very concerned.”

      “Have you done anything about it?” Ian didn’t know her well, but doubted she’d just sit and wring her hands. She thrummed with energy and determination.

      Sofia nodded. “When I first got suspicious, I told my administrator and I also went to the police, but they brushed me off. They didn’t say it to my face, but I could tell the detective thought I was blowing things out of proportion. But there have been so many kids, Ian! And some of them mine. Ones I teach, I mean.” She blushed.

      Like Gavin. Sofia’s dedication to her students shone from her. She wasn’t hysterical. She was logical and intelligent. If she felt these numbers were off, that something was wrong, then, as horrifying as it was…Ian believed her.

      “What do you think is happening?”

      “I think someone’s put out a new strain—one that mixes marijuana with something else, something more dangerous.”

      “What do you need to prove this?”

      “Honestly, since the police aren’t interested in pursuing it I’m not sure where to start.

      “I work for Bronte Security Services. It’s staffed by former SEALs, using their skills to help people. We may be able to help you put together a solid case. One the police can’t ignore.”

      “That could change everything.” Sofia blinked her dark eyes.

      “Wait to be impressed until we’ve gotten results.”

      “Results…” Sofia nodded as if reminded of something. “I’ll analyze the chemical compound of the marijuana in the joint Gavin was carrying. I’ll have to turn most of it in, but I can keep enough for testing. At least then we’ll know what we’re up against.”

      “Good idea.” She was proactive, not expecting someone else to do all the heavy lifting. Ian liked that.

      “I should get back—I got a teacher with a planning period to watch my class, but the period is almost over.” She stood.

      “Sofia…” Ian stood with her. “About that night.” There was no need to specify which. She seemed to blush at the thought of it. “Would you, well, keep it to yourself? Now that we know who each other is, I mean?”

      Sofia rolled her eyes. She was so youthful looking she could have been one of her students. “What, you really think I’m going to mention to Gavin that I had a one-night stand with his father?” She held his gaze, hers unflinching. “You don’t need to worry about that. We can both pretend we only met today. All the same, stranger, I’m going to need your number for me to report results after I’ve run my tests,” she finished.

      They swapped contact info and then she was gone, in a swish of a glossy ponytail and tip-tap of pretty shoes, only a few seconds before a gurney was wheeled in.

      Ian stood aside for the staff to do their jobs. “Is he okay? I’m his father,” he told the doctor, who looked from him to Gavin with some skepticism. Understandable, since Gavin had gotten his facial features from his mom. While he’d inherited Ian’s eye and hair color, Gavin’s eyes were currently closed in a sedated sleep and his hair was dyed a weird shade of blue. But eventually, the doctor seemed to take him at his word and assured him Gavin would be fine.

      “We’d like to keep him overnight for observations, given his medical history of seizures,” the doctor said, tapping something on his iPad.

      “Yes, of course, Doctor. Whatever’s necessary for my son. Is it okay to use my phone?”

      He stepped out of the room to call Allison, not looking forward to the conversation. What the hell time was it in Germany? Allison had been living in Frankfurt with her new husband, Wolf, for the past month while they waited on his visa for the States. Rather than uproot him from school, Gavin had moved in with Ian. And only a month later, this.

      “Marijuana,” Allison repeated, when he’d laid it all out.

      Ian could hear her exhaled breath over the thousands of miles. “Yeah. And I’m still dealing with the dyed hair,” he admitted.

      “You’re dealing well.”

      Her reply took him by surprise. She’d never had much good to say about his parenting before. Not that he blamed her. He’d missed a lot, with one deployment after another. In those agonizing fights when their marriage had started crumbling, she’d claimed she was basically a single mom while Ian got to be the fun dad in between missions. “Thank you.”

      “You’re doing everything that’s needed. But is it too much for you? Do you need me to come back?”

      “No. No, Allison.” That wouldn’t be good for her or Wolf. “It’s fine. Well, not fine, but I’ve got this.” At least, he hoped he did.

      They agreed on a schedule of updates, and he disconnected, taking a seat by Gavin’s bedside. He looked down at his son, reminded of when he’d been home on leave and watched him as a baby in his cradle, overawed at having created a new life. He’d stroked Gavin’s doll-sized hand, and Gavin had curled all his fingers around one of his father’s.

      That tiny baby was now an often surly and impatient fourteen-year-old whose eyes would roll all the way back into his head at the mere thought of holding his father’s hand. Ian stroked back that lock of hair left longer to cover Gavin’s eye and huffed out a laugh, recalling the name of the shade of hair dye that Gavin used: Bad Boy Blue.

      Lying there in a hospital bed, the rebellious teen looked more like a little boy lost. And Ian’s mission was to help him home…if only he knew how. There were no briefing or specs for this. Well, he hadn’t failed a mission yet or left a man behind on one so far.

      “And I don’t intend to start now,” he vowed to his son as he tried again to get comfortable on the plastic chair.

      It was going to be a long night.
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      Patience, Ian reminded himself, putting Gavin’s ignored breakfast plate in the microwave for his son to heat up and eat later. Tough if the kid didn’t like warmed-over scrambled eggs. He should get to the table sooner and not just grunt when his father called him.

      And if Gavin didn’t like hanging around the house, as his heavy sighs suggested he didn’t, he shouldn’t have gotten himself suspended from school and subsequently grounded.

      They were two days into Gavin’s post-hospital week at home, with a father-son meeting with the principal and the possibility of expulsion to look forward to on Friday. Ian had stayed home yesterday, and his boss, Charlie, was fine with him taking another day.

      Would it be worth it? His talks with his son hadn’t exactly been illuminating so far, Gavin just giving grunts and monosyllabic answers to Ian’s questions.

      Ian put his dishes in the dishwasher. After so long in the Navy, keeping his kitchen—and house—organized and shipshape was second nature. His phone rang, and the name on the screen had him grabbing the device in a second. Sofia.

      He pressed accept. “Hey there.”

      “Ian, I figured out what was in the marijuana that Gavin smoked, and we need to talk about it.”

      “Not now.” He might no longer be a SEAL, but he still had a chain of command. “The firm’s handling this”—he’d discussed it with Charlie—“so let’s meet there
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