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				Covert Seduction
By Callie Croix

				Navy SEAL Reid Galvin is back from hell and eager to find comfort in Becca Anderson’s arms. He knows he hurt her when he cut contact during his deployment, so when his call interrupts her date with another man, he has only himself to blame. But he can’t forget what she means to him—or the sexy email she sent him—and he won’t miss this chance to claim her as his own.

				It’s been weeks since Becca heard from the man she thought she was involved with. So when Reid wants to take up where they left off as if nothing happened, she refuses. Then he rescues her from a first date gone very wrong, and she realizes she’s not quite ready to let him go.

				Reid and Becca have a lot to talk about, but since she’s not listening, he’s going to have to regain her trust another way—by bringing her most erotic fantasies to life. Making her surrender to pleasure just might be his most important mission.

				53,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				In the world of publishing, January is an intimidating month. Mostly because we’re thinking about 2013 long before we want to be. In fact, conversations about 2014 have long since started. How’s that for intimidating? January is also intimidating because we’re expected to set goals and promise great things for the year ahead. That, Carina Press can handle.

				This year, our goal is not only to continue to provide readers with excellent editorial, but also to add a new category of New Adult to our romance line, in order to increase the number of mystery, science-fiction and fantasy titles we publish; to publish returning authors with connected books; and to grow our romance subgenres such as historical romance, GLBT, romantic suspense and erotic romance. You can look forward to all of that happening in 2013!

				In January, we start the year by finishing up Shannon Stacey’s second Kowalski family trilogy with the highly anticipated story of Josh and Katie’s romance, All He Ever Dreamed. If you haven’t read Shannon’s books, you can check out the original Kowalski trilogy for only $4.99 per novel. We also enter 2013 with the paperback release of Fiona Lowe’s 2012 RITA® award-winning contemporary romance, Boomerang Bride.

				Other contemporary romance authors joining Shannon in January include Rachael Johns, kicking off a new contemporary series set in Hollywood with Stand-In Star, and Liz Flaherty with Jar of Dreams. Liz’s debut romance, One More Summer, was described by reviewers as “compelling and addictive” and “one incredible story.”

				On the other end of the romance spectrum are several paranormal, urban fantasy and steampunk romance releases this month. Coleen Kwan returns with the sequel to her fun steampunk romance Asher’s Invention. Asher’s Dilemma brings you the continued romance of Asher and Minerva in a clockwork world.

				Two other continuing series return with fantastic installments. Claws Bared by Sheryl Nantus is the next story in her Blood of the Pride series. And Sandy James offers up The Impetuous Amazon, the second book in the Alliance of the Amazons series. Meanwhile, a new paranormal trilogy begins with Stacy Gail’s Nobody’s Angel, which brings us a tale of Nephilim and sassy heroines. Look for the second book, Savage Angel, in February.

				Cathy Pegau takes us into space with her newest science-fiction romance, Caught in Amber, while Eleri Stone takes us to a world steeped in fantasy and wrapped with pleasure in Threads of Desire, her erotic fantasy romance. Keeping us in the here and now, with more erotic sexy-times, is Callie Croix’s newest erotic contemporary romance, Covert Seduction.

				We’re pleased to welcome mystery author Wendy Roberts to Carina Press with her newest mystery, Grounds to Kill. We’re also pleased that Julie Moffett has chosen to reissue her Scottish historical romance, The Thorn & the Thistle, with us in January.

				Last, to start off 2013, I’m excited to introduce you to our two debut authors. JL Merrow offers up a compelling tale of love through the ages with the male/male historical time travel Trick of Time. Romantic suspense author Ana Barrons will blow away fans of suspense and romance with her debut novel, Wrongfully Accused. Please join me in giving these two authors a warm welcome to Carina Press (by buying their books, of course!).

				I hope you’ll join me for another excellent year of books at Carina Press. Our 2013 schedule is shaping up to be full of books our team loves and can’t wait to get into readers’ hands, including a new trilogy from Fiona Lowe; a compulsively readable new adult romance, Rush Me, from debut author Alison Parr; the last two parts of Jax Garren’s dark Beauty and the Beast retelling; more contemporary romance novels from up-and-coming author Christi Barth; the kick­off of a thrilling urban fantasy series from debut author Steve Vera; more erotic romance compliments of Lynda Aicher; a series of erotic Love Letters from a collection of authors; noir historical mystery Die on Your Feet by debut author S.G. Wong; and another installment of Marie Force’s romantic suspense series.

				This is only a small portion of the amazing books we have coming up in 2013, so please look for these and more from the awesomely talented Carina Press authors.

				We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress

			

		

	
		
			
				Contents

				Chapter One

				Chapter Two

				Chapter Three

				Chapter Four

				Chapter Five

				Chapter Six

				Chapter Seven

				Chapter Eight

				Chapter Nine

				Chapter Ten

				Epilogue

				About the Author

				Copyright

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				Navy Petty Officer First Class Reid Galvin hopped off the idling Black Hawk with three of his teammates and trudged across Bagram’s baking tarmac to the cinderblock building that loomed before him. The intense August sun beat down on his shoulders, but it did nothing to melt the ice inside him.

				Shoving open the door with one arm, he didn’t look back at the others as they unloaded the body bags from the Chinook. Twenty-four of them. Five more bodies and other remains were still being recovered from the mangled wreckage at the crash site.

				He’d done his job for the moment—secured the crash site and helped with the recovery effort. All of the victims had been in pieces, burned so badly they were beyond recognition. Each body part would have to be examined forensically to identify the charred remains in the bags.

				In some ways, that was the hardest part to take. Knowing the family members would have to wait for the gruesome identifications to be completed before funeral arrangements could be made stateside. This loss was a huge blow to the SPECOPS community. To the U.S. military as a whole, and its role in the War on Terror. And though they’d been hit the hardest, the SEAL community didn’t have time to mourn its fallen brothers.

				He’d nearly been one of them. He’d originally been slated to be on that mission in Wardak province the day that Chinook had been shot down. Instead he’d been reassigned at the last moment with a few of his teammates. Fate had a goddamn twisted sense of humor sometimes.

				Compared to the arid heat outside, the interior of the building was chilly from the air conditioning, bathed in a bluish glow from the fluorescent lighting. Reid rubbed a weary hand over his face. He hadn’t slept in almost three days. Had barely eaten.

				Beside him, one of his teammates started taking off his gear and stowing it in his locker, his movements rife with frustration. “Tonight can’t get here fast enough.”

				“Tell me about it.” Once night fell they’d be on the hunt for the ones responsible for the crash. In the darkness they’d be in their element, finally doing something about avenging their fallen brothers. Hell, they’d all go out again right now in spite of their exhaustion if their commander hadn’t ordered them to get some rack time.

				Reid dropped his ruck and took care of his M-4 before peeling off his dirty BDUs that stank of jet fuel and scorched metal. He couldn’t get the stench of burned flesh out of his nostrils. The short, hot shower awaiting him wouldn’t help much either. All the soap in the world wouldn’t take that smell away completely.

				The smell of two dozen SEALs’ blood spilled into the Afghan soil.

				Tired to the bone, Reid stripped and stepped into the shower, only to find the spray was lukewarm at its hottest setting. He scrubbed himself down with the strong soap before toweling off and pulling a fresh T-shirt and cammies on. Behind some of the others he walked the length of the hall to their temporary barracks and crawled onto his cot as someone hit the lights. After a few minutes the sound of slow breathing and the occasional soft snore of one of his teammates filled the dark, quiet room.

				Despite the fatigue pulling at his heavy eyelids, sleep wouldn’t come. The need for action hummed in his veins, the sense of raw frustration and impatience demanding he do something. People were working on the situation right now, he reminded himself. His brothers’ deaths would not go unanswered.

				When he finally closed his eyes, it wasn’t his fellow SEALs’ faces he saw. It was Becca’s.

				Becca’s bright blue eyes crinkling at the corners as she laughed at something he said, the sunlight glinting off the highlights in her deep brown hair. Becca’s slow, satisfied smile as she gazed up at him from the rumpled sheets, her delicate hands stroking leisurely across his naked back.

				She was the image he focused on to chase the anger and bitterness away. The single ray of sunshine from back home that reminded him exactly why he was fighting over here. He and the other SPECOPS forces formed the tip of the spear in this war. They didn’t fear dying, only that their deaths wouldn’t be meaningful.

				And now there was something else he feared as well. He’d fucked up before leaving home and now he wasn’t sure how to fix it.

				Opening his eyes in the dimness, his gaze fell on his phone, placed atop his footlocker. It’d been almost two weeks since he’d last spoken to her. She’d probably be worried, especially since he hadn’t responded to her last email. It was early morning back home on the East Coast. She’d get up for work any time now, might even be awake already. He thought briefly about texting her then changed his mind.

				That extremely revealing email she’d sent him a few weeks back had crystallized what he felt for her, but the Chinook crash had changed both his world and their relationship forever. If he called or texted, she’d ask questions he wouldn’t—couldn’t—answer right now. Questions he might never have the answers for. Right now, all he wanted was vengeance and there wasn’t room for anything else. He didn’t want her to know this dark part of him. And he didn’t know what to say to her now anyway. Idle conversation was way beyond him at the moment. But damn, he wished he’d told her how he felt before he left.

				Forcing his lids shut again, he focused on that image of Becca, soft and sated in that hotel bed the morning before he’d left last time. Gradually his muscles relaxed one by one as he slowed his breathing. He’d allow himself this brief respite from reality because his mind and body needed the rest. Once he woke up, there was only room for the warrior. Letting it take over and staying focused was the only way to survive what would be waiting for him out there in the darkness.

				Alexandria, Virginia
Late September

				Bleary-eyed from a poor night’s sleep and armed with a tumbler of hot coffee, Becca Andrews shuffled into her cubicle on the fifth floor and started up her computer for the day. Her email program dinged cheerfully, announcing a stack of new messages to go through. Over a hundred of them.

				Taking a bracing sip of coffee, she opened the first one marked “TGIF!” from her co-worker David, reminding her of their “date” tonight to a Cancer Society fundraiser. Stifling a grudging chuckle, she considered how to reply. He was a nice guy, and she had to give him points for how persistent he’d been in asking her out. She’d told him point blank that she was hung up on someone else, yet he still seemed determined to win her over.

				He hadn’t once mentioned the weird encrypted file she’d cracked for him on Monday. As a programmer, she was really more interested in finding out what all those spreadsheets and numbers she’d uncovered meant than going to the fundraiser. But David had warned her to keep it a secret, so talking about it via email at work wasn’t the smartest way to go. Instead, she wrote back that she’d see him at seven o’clock, and made a mental note to talk to him about the file when she saw him.

				“Morning, Becca.”

				She jerked her head around to find Mr. Morales, one of the investment firm’s partners, standing next to her cubicle wall. “Morning.” She fought the urge to close out her email when his gaze strayed to her screen and saw David’s message.

				He frowned slightly, making her wonder if he somehow knew about the file David had sent her.

				After a long moment his brown eyes settled on hers. Was she imagining that speculative glint? “Did you get that project finished up yet?”

				“I did.” She dug through her desk drawer for the flash drive containing the new programs she’d written for some of their operating systems, and held it out.

				Morales waved it away. “Bring it with you to the conference room.”

				Uh… She mentally reviewed her itinerary for the day, came up blank. “Did we have a meeting scheduled?”

				“No, but we’d like you to review the project with us, along with some of your other recent work. You’re not busy now, are you?” It wasn’t really a question. A former Army warrant officer, Mr. Morales didn’t ask, he commanded. And in such a quiet, no-nonsense way that few people dared to say no.

				“Us? You mean, the partners?”

				He nodded. “All five of us.”

				Wow, she hadn’t realized they’d been so interested in this project. Still, for a few seconds, a wave of dread traveled through her. “No, now’s fine.” Even if she’d had no time to prepare and had plenty of urgent, unfinished projects waiting for her attention.

				She couldn’t quite quell the unease expanding in her stomach.

				Stop it. There’s no way they found out about the other file.

				Grabbing her purse and a pad of paper, she followed Mr. Morales across the busy office floor to the elevators. He was still in good shape despite being in his early fifties, with broad shoulders and a flat stomach, and he still exuded an unmistakable air of authority from his time in the military. It reminded her so much of Reid that a pang of sadness and longing went through her before she could stop it. Her mind and heart weren’t ready to let him go yet, even though thinking about him was a guaranteed one-way ticket to Depressionville.

				The elevator door opened, and Becca’s heart lurched when she met the light blue stare fixed on her. She bobbled her purse, dropping her pen and paper with a thwap on the shiny marble floor. “Ms. Vane, hi,” she managed, bending to gather her things, feeling stupid for getting flustered and being so clumsy.

				“Ms. Andrews,” she murmured softly, eyeing her as she hurried into the elevator behind Mr. Morales.

				Becca stood tall and stared straight ahead at the elevator’s electronic display as the doors shut, fighting the urge to fidget. Kimberly Vane was the epitome of cool elegance, always dressed in some designer suit with her chic chin-length blond hair and makeup perfectly done. Her reputation was just as impeccable. Her father had been a founding partner at the firm, but there was no doubt Kimberly had made it to partner through sheer hard work and dedication at the relatively tender age of thirty-eight. In short, she kicked corporate ass.

				“I understand you’ve been working on some very interesting files recently,” Kimberly said, her pointed tone making Becca’s pulse jump.

				“I have, yes,” she answered calmly, telling herself she was being ridiculous. When David had sworn her to secrecy about the encrypted file, he’d assured her that only the two of them knew about it. She hadn’t done anything wrong by cracking it. Hiding something like that from the rest of the office and the partners wasn’t underhanded exactly, so she had nothing to feel guilty about. For all she knew, its numerical data meant nothing at all. And so there was no reason for her to be nervous about being called to an impromptu meeting with all the partners, was there?

				Tell that to your sweaty palms. Holding her things with one hand, she discreetly wiped her free palm against the side of her charcoal pencil skirt.

				Mr. Morales stared straight ahead as he spoke. “Well, the partners are very interested to see what you’ve come up with for these latest portfolio analysis programs. They’ll make our lives that much easier.”

				“I hope I impress all of you, then.”

				“I’m sure you will,” Ms. Vane answered for him.

				That was the other thing about Kimberly Vane. For all her reputation as demanding taskmaster, when one of her employees did a good job, she was the first to commend them. That didn’t mean she wasn’t intimidating as hell, of course. A reaction Becca was determined to hide.

				The elevator chimed at the eighth floor. Mr. Morales turned sideways and held the door open button while she and Ms. Vane preceded him. On her way past, he caught Becca’s eye and gave her a tiny wink. That tight ball of unease in her gut began to release. Smiling a little, she continued on to the board room, mentally gearing up for her presentation. She could totally handle this.

				The surprise meeting turned out to be three hours long and had nothing whatsoever to do with the mysterious encrypted file. No one even mentioned it. Leaving the board room to join the partners for lunch, Becca felt confident she’d done well with the presentation. And if their expressions were anything to go by, she might even have impressed a few of them with the new programs she’d written, Mr. Morales and Ms. Vane included. That could mean only good things for her career at the firm.

				She spent the remainder of the afternoon at her desk without any more interruptions. After catching up on the bulk of her emails and finishing up another project, she shut down her computer and headed home, satisfied with all she’d accomplished despite her interrupted schedule. Though she dearly wanted a long soak in her tub followed by a solitary evening curled up with her e-reader, unfortunately that wasn’t an option.

				* * *

				When the doorbell rang at twenty to seven, Becca sighed and set down her hot curling iron on the bathroom vanity. Her overzealous date was twenty minutes early, and not for the first time she regretted her decision to go out with him tonight. His early arrival confirmed only her suspicion that he was looking forward to this much more than she was.

				“Coming,” she called loudly on her way out of the bedroom, pulling up the straps of her little black dress as she hit the upper landing. She jogged down the stairs and fought back the dismay in her stomach when she saw David through the side panels flanking the front door. The reaction annoyed her. She’d agreed to this date and he was a perfectly nice man; might as well make the best of it. Opening the door wide, she put on a smile. “David, hi.”

				He smiled back, looking a little uncertain as he stood there in his pale blue dress shirt and charcoal tie. His normally tidy brown hair was mussed, like he’d been running his hand through it, and his gaze seemed a bit troubled. “Hi. Sorry, I know I’m early. Did I interrupt you getting ready?”

				No, I always go out on dates with no makeup on and my hair half done. “I was just finishing up. Shouldn’t be much longer.”

				“Oh. Want me to wait in the car for you?” Any trace of anxiety disappeared as his hazel gaze swept over the clingy black organza dress that stopped mid thigh. The blatant male appreciation in his stare made her uncomfortable, but she ignored it. She’d bought the dress months ago with the intent of blowing a certain man’s mind but hadn’t had a chance to wear it. It was sexy yet elegant; short enough to show lots of leg yet long enough to be tasteful. Perfect for this sort of fundraiser tonight, and besides, she needed to feel sexy and desirable. It was time to get over her girlish dreams of a future with Reid. She had to let the idea of him go, put herself out there again. No matter how much she dreaded it.

				She gestured toward her cozy living room. “No, come on in. Make yourself comfortable and I’ll be down in a couple of minutes.” She closed the door behind him and motioned to the overstuffed tobacco leather couch, waiting long enough for him to get settled before heading for the stairs. “I’ll be right down.”

				Back up in her room she paused a moment to look at the huge poster bed longingly, wishing she could stay there all night. Right now she wanted to change into her favorite flannel pajamas, crawl under that thick white duvet with her e-reader and forget about having to go out with David. Wasn’t going to happen though.

				“Nice attitude,” she muttered to herself, scowling as she crossed the dark, wide-planked flooring to the large walk-in closet at the back. It wasn’t David’s fault her heart wasn’t into this.

				From her lingerie chest she pulled out a pair of sheer black thigh highs and added some black lace panties, but with her full curves her dress was snug enough that even the waistband of the thong showed. The hell with it; she’d go commando. An ironic smile curved her lips as she stripped the panties off and tossed them into the laundry hamper. First time in forever she’d gone without underwear, and while it made her feel sexy and feminine, it would all go to waste.

				There was only one man she was interested in going to bed with—the one who had already spoiled her for any other—and she hadn’t heard from him in six weeks except for that terse email saying he was fine and they’d talk more when he had time.

				She shook her head at herself, annoyed that she’d given him the power to hurt her so badly. While she understood that his job as a SEAL made communication tough, especially when he was away, it was obvious their fledgling “relationship” meant way more to her than it did to him. Well, forget it. She was done with sitting by the phone or computer, waiting for him to contact her. Praying he would. God, she’d been totally pathetic over him. And that horrifically explicit email she’d sent him, detailing one of her most secret fantasies, had been a huge mistake. She wished she’d never sent it.

				Pushing aside the hurt bubbling up inside, she drew the sheer silk up her legs, enjoying the sensuous slide of the fabric over her skin, then went to the bathroom to finish her hair. After a few more passes with the curling iron, she ran her fingers through the long locks to give them a tousled look before twisting them up and securing them with a clip, leaving several tendrils around her face. She used a heavier hand than normal with her shadow and eyeliner to give her eyes a more dramatic look then dabbed on some sheer pink gloss, adding a kissable shine to her lips. Not that she’d be doing any of that, but why shouldn’t she enjoy the opportunity to be sexy and get out for a while? It beat moping around the house feeling lonely on a Friday night.

				Pausing in front of the mirror, she checked her reflection one last time and found she liked the result of her efforts. The dress clung to her curves, outlining the swell of her breasts. With the dramatic makeup her eyes looked sultry and mysterious. If only Reid could see her now—

				Damn it, stop thinking about him.

				When she came downstairs, David turned off the TV and stood. Taller than Reid by a few inches and on the skinny side, his hazel eyes swept over her body with a frank male appreciation that made her a bit uneasy. He was a co-worker and just getting over his recent divorce, and she had absolutely no interest in him romantically. She’d agreed to go to the American Cancer Society fundraiser with David tonight out of politeness, after she’d made it clear it wasn’t a date. Only she got the impression David was still hoping to change her mind about that.

				Grabbing her evening bag and wrap from the hall table, she pulled a pair of black peep-toe pumps from the hall closet and slipped them on. “I’m ready if you are.”

				“That was fast.” He sounded impressed.

				“I try. Shall we?” She let him precede her out the door and locked up, pulling her wrap around her shoulders. The late September air held a cool bite that promised rain later. A slight breeze rustled the maple trees lining her damp driveway, their leaves blazing a brilliant scarlet red in the fading sunshine. When David didn’t make a move to take her arm, she felt slightly better about her decision. Maybe he understood she was only going with him tonight to keep him company.

				“Thanks again for coming with me,” he said as he led her to his car.

				“You’re welcome,” she answered with a smile. This wasn’t so bad, and it was for a good cause. As long as he didn’t try to push her into anything romantic, it would be fine. Her high heels clicked on the concrete stairs as she climbed down them.

				David ran a hand through his hair and shot her a sideways glance. “I wanted to ask you if—”

				Two steps from the front door, her cell phone rang. David’s expression closed up, the hint of anxiety in his gaze disappearing behind a calm front. What was up with him? Whatever he wanted to talk to her about, it was really bothering him.

				“One sec,” she said distractedly. Digging her phone out of her silver handbag, she kept walking toward David’s car, intending to turn it off and let the caller leave a message. When she saw the number on the call display, however, her heart stuttered. She froze midstep in the middle of the driveway, certain her eyes were playing tricks on her. But no, it was definitely Reid’s number.

				Staring at the phone, an invisible fist clamped around her belly. His timing was damn spooky. How could he be calling now? This was the first time she’d even considered going out with another man since meeting Reid at her cousin’s wedding five months ago. They’d spent every possible moment together after that, right up until he’d left for Afghanistan. Then everything had fallen apart.

				For a moment she debated not answering but quickly changed her mind. God knew when she’d get the chance to talk to him again and she wanted to know why he was calling. She shot David an apologetic look, pulse drumming hard in her throat. This was so awkward. “I’m sorry, I have to take this.”

				David’s face remained oddly shuttered. “Sure, go ahead. I’ll wait in the car.”

				When he turned his back she took a couple steps away for more privacy and pulled in a deep breath before answering, fighting back a ridiculous twinge of guilt. What the hell did she have to feel guilty about? She hadn’t done anything wrong, yet part of her felt like she’d betrayed Reid somehow by agreeing to go out with David tonight.

				God, you’re being stupid. “Hello?”

				“Hi, Becca.” Just the sound of his low voice caused her stomach to flip-flop. It made her remember sweat-dampened sheets and seductive whispers against her skin, of his large hands moving over her body, bringing such exquisite pleasure she was tingling all over from the simple memory of it.

				Pressing a hand to her abdomen to stem the butterflies swirling there, she found her voice and held on to her resentment like a shield. “Reid, hi. Where are you?” There was no delay in the line. Was he stateside?

				“Just leaving Virginia Beach. I was hoping to see you if I drove out tonight.”

				Her eyes widened, partly in shock that he was back and partly at his presumption. He thought he could not speak to her for weeks at a time then come straight over for a roll in the hay when he got back into town?

				I don’t think so.

				“I can’t.” Though part of her was secretly glad he’d called her and wanted to come over, she had more self-respect than that.

				“Can’t?”

				“I have plans.” She didn’t bother trying to hide the cool edge to her tone.

				Reid sighed. “Bec, I know it’s been a while since—”

				“I haven’t heard from you in over six weeks, and when you get stateside you just assume I’ll be waiting around for you to call on a Friday night?” She held back what she really wanted to say, conscious that David was waiting in the car. Now was not the time for this conversation.

				“So you are pissed at me.” His voice was flat, clipped, and her temper flared. If either of them had a right to be angry, it was her.

				“I think I’m entitled to be.” And rightly so, though she was more hurt than anything else. She’d been reluctant about getting involved with him in the first place due to the nature of his job, and now she wished she’d listened to that cautious voice in her head and stayed clear. It would have saved her a lot of emotional turmoil. “I have to go.”

				“Bec, look, I understand why you’re mad, but let me explain. In person.” He paused a moment before continuing softly. “I want to see you. I’ve missed you.”

				Maybe it was stupid of her, but his words made her throat tighten. Reid was as alpha male as they came, and that seemingly heartfelt admission couldn’t have been easy for him. It didn’t undo all the hurt though. He’d missed her, yet he’d severed contact with her for the past six weeks. She didn’t understand that. Maybe there was a good explanation for his behavior. If so, she wanted to hear it. Not now though. Definitely not in front of David. When they talked, she wanted plenty of privacy for that discussion.

				With effort, she bit back the questions bursting inside her. She’d missed him too, more than she’d ever admit, and the raw ache in her chest was getting worse by the moment. “I can’t see you tonight. I’m just on my way to a dinner and I’m not sure when I’ll be back.” God, now more than anything she wished she could cancel and stay home. He wouldn’t call to say he’d missed her if he didn’t care. She hedged. What if he actually wanted to work everything out and this was her only chance to see him before he left again?

				A startled pause met her words. “On a date?” He sounded upset.

				She bit her lip then fought back the stirrings of remorse as she mentally slapped herself. He’d been the one to distance himself while he was overseas. When she took her heart out of the situation, Reid had no real claim on her, and they’d never actually talked about being exclusive before he left.

				That should have been her first clue. She’d mistakenly assumed they were on the same page relationship-wise.

				Becca took a calming breath. He had absolutely no right to be mad, yet the idea that he might be jealous gave her a perverse sense of satisfaction. Still, she wasn’t going to lie just to get a reaction out of him. Playing games like that was immature, stupid and beneath her. “He’s a co-worker and I promised to go to this gala with him.” The stubborn, bruised part of her heart wouldn’t let her come out and say it wasn’t a real date. Not the way Reid meant it, anyhow.

				Stony silence filled the line, ratcheting the awkward tension higher.

				She quickly filled the void and offered a compromise. “If I’m not out too late I can try to call later on.” Just to talk over the phone. If she saw him in person it would be that much harder to end it. And despite the pain it would cause her, she knew she had to end it.

				“Yeah, sure.” His tone was flat, as though he didn’t believe she’d actually call.

				Did he think she was giving him the brush-off? Becca frowned. She might be hurt by the way he’d withdrawn from her, but she would never deliberately try to hurt him to get even. She swallowed down the unease rising inside, tightening her fingers around the dainty clutch. “Okay, maybe I’ll talk to you later.” Not that it meant she’d forgiven him. No way.

				“Don’t worry about it being too late. Just let me know you made it home safely. You can text me if you don’t want to talk.” Now he just sounded tired.

				Despite her lingering annoyance, his concern filled her with warmth. “Will do.” She made the promise before she could talk herself out of it.

				“I really want to see you, Bec.”

				Might have been wishful thinking, but she thought she detected a note of sadness in his voice. It tugged at her heartstrings. Had he been out in the field these past weeks or on some sort of long training exercise? While she’d expected from the beginning that having a relationship—or whatever the hell this was between them—with an active duty SEAL wouldn’t be easy, she’d never expected this emotional roller coaster so soon. Considering the terrible things that had happened while he was over there, his silence was all the more devastating. For days after the crash she’d been convinced he’d died in it. Yet he’d still managed to find the time to contact his family and some friends. Realizing she didn’t rate the same importance in his life as he did in hers had been hard to deal with.

				He owed her an apology for that much at least.

				Another sigh from Reid. “Have a good time. Guess I’ll talk to you later.”

				A good time? “Sure.” She was looking forward to the gala about as much as she looked forward to her annual pap smear. But she just couldn’t let the conversation end like this. “Reid?”

				“Yeah?”

				“I’m glad you’re home safe.” She’d prayed for that every night since he left.

				“Thanks. Me too. Take care.”

				“I will.”

				Once she ended the call and put her phone away, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath to steady herself before heading to David’s car. She must not have disguised her inner turmoil very well, because he offered her an uncertain smile as he opened the passenger door. When a subtle whiff of his unfamiliar cologne wafted over to her, the knot in her stomach tightened even more. She didn’t want to do this; she wanted to see Reid, now. Find out why he’d been so distant lately and whether she meant anything to him besides a brief affair.

				“Sorry about that,” she said with a forced smile.

				“No worries.”

				Reid’s face swam in her mind. She had to mean more to him than that. He’d treated her with such care, like she mattered to him. He’d been so tender and attentive, and when he’d left he’d kept in what she considered reasonable contact. At first his emails had been so intimate and full of warmth. Then suddenly it had all stopped. Like he’d severed the lines of communication with an ax.

				“Everything okay?” David finally asked as he started the engine. “You seem kind of upset.”

				She waved away his concern. “No, I’m fine. It was just a friend I haven’t heard from in a while. Apparently he got back into town today.”

				“Oh. The guy you’re still hung up on?”

				“Yeah.” No sense trying to hide it from David, and with any luck he’d finally get that tonight wasn’t going to lead to anything romantic. Because Reid had been much more than just a friend. Somewhere along the way, she’d fallen in love with him. Now she thanked God she’d never told him. Remembering some of the extremely personal things she’d said in those emails was humiliating enough.

				At her response, David’s expression faltered for just an instant before he masked his disappointment. “Sure you still want to go with me?”

				No, but he was a nice guy and she’d promised. Plus he’d already paid for their tickets. She would never ditch him like that. “Of course! I’m looking forward to it.” Polite, but not too eager, she thought, hoping it seemed sincere. The evening was already ruined enough without hurting David’s feelings too.

				* * *

				Sitting on a bench outside the equipment room at the base in Little Creek, Reid lowered his phone to his lap and stared at it in disbelief.

				A date. She was on a fucking date with another man.

				Not that he was surprised someone had asked her out; he wasn’t. Only that she’d said yes. How could she do that?

				Even as he thought it he called himself a jackass. It was his own fault she was going out with another guy tonight. She obviously didn’t know what she meant to him. The knowledge was like a hot coal burning in his gut. If he’d been on that chopper when it crashed, he’d have died without her ever knowing how he really felt about her. That bothered him more than anything.

				Before he could shove the phone into his pocket, booted footsteps thudded across the floor behind him. He looked back to find Murphy striding into the locker room. The Senior Chief’s voice was as deep as the color of his skin. “You coming to the bar?”

				“Not tonight.”

				Murph’s eyebrows swooped upward in surprise, because Reid never passed up a beer with the guys. “You got a hot date or something?”

				Not anymore. “Just not in the mood for socializing.” Especially with a bunch of horny SEAL bachelors looking to hook up with some trophy-hunting Frog Hog for the night. He’d be a major downer for the rest of the guys right now, single and married alike.

				Murph wasn’t buying it. He folded his muscled arms across his wide chest. “Uh-huh. So, what’s her name?”

				“There’s no girl, Murph.”

				He gave an all too-knowing grin. “Yeah, right. It’s the honey who sent you the X-rated love letter, isn’t it?”

				Reid let out a reluctant laugh and scrubbed a hand over his face. “Aw, fuck.” He’d been hoping the Senior Chief would have forgotten about that. God knew he’d never forget the horrible moment when he’d realized Murph had started reading the explicit email before Reid could fly across the room and rip the laptop out of the other man’s hands.

				Murph clapped him on the shoulder with a giant hand. “Hey, s’all good. Long as I know my man’s busy taking care of business with his lady. How did all that go again?” He screwed his face into an expression of intense concentration. “Oh yeah, I remember now. ‘You show up one night without telling me—’”

				“Murph.”

				“‘You come into my bedroom while I’m undressing and grab me from behind, make me—’”

				“Murph, shut the fuck up already.”

				He only laughed, the sound seeming to come from deep in his gut. “Just want to make sure you didn’t forget the details. Should we boot up the computer and pull it back up on screen to refresh our memories?”

				“No.” He knew every word of that email by heart. Apparently so did Murphy. The start of it, anyway.

				“A hot take-charge bondage sex fantasy.” He made an approving sound. “That’s some kinky shit right there. And from a girl you were pretty into before we shipped out last time. I like her already. So when you gonna bring her out to meet us?”

				“Never.”

				Murph chuckled. “Don’t think she’d pass muster?”

				“She’d pass.” She’d more than pass. Becca’s confident presence and intelligence would blow them all away. Her poise and classiness might even make a few of his teammates stammer and blush like teenagers when she talked to them.

				Yeah, and then they’d all wonder what the hell was wrong with her, to be hooking up with a roughneck like you.

				“We’re hosting game day at our place this Sunday. Ravens versus Patriots,” Murph told him. “Why don’t you bring her over?”

				“Thanks, but I’m not sure how the weekend’s gonna shape up.” Even if things between them were okay and he wanted to introduce her to his teammates and their families, he wasn’t sure she was ready for that. Bringing her to Murph’s would be more than a test to see how she fit in and watch how everyone reacted to her, though. It would be a serious statement about what she meant to him. Considering the way things were going, however, he might not be seeing her at all this weekend. Hell, they way she’d made it sound, he might never see her again. He frowned at the idea, a weird pressure building in his chest.

				“Well, good luck on your seduction op, then.” Murphy gave Reid a friendly shove on the shoulder. One that might have sent a smaller man flying off the bench. “Better get your ass in gear, Galvin. Forty-eight hour leave burns up damn quick when you’re getting some.”

				“You would know.”

				His eyes twinkled. “Yep. I told the guys only one beer then I’m outta there. Kids are at the grandparents’ tonight. Got my own woman’s fantasies to satisfy.”

				Reid couldn’t help but grin. “Give Charlie a kiss for me.”

				“No way in hell,” he said with an easy laugh. His heavy footsteps retreated down the hall, leaving Reid alone in a silence he suddenly found suffocating.

				He’d spent the past six weeks eating, sleeping, training and fighting beside his SEAL brothers. After the Chinook crash he’d immersed himself in battle with his fellow warriors and had then chosen to shut the rest of the world out for a while. Now, when he wanted only to be with Becca, he couldn’t have her.

				He rubbed his fingers over his tired, gritty eyes. Through the hell he’d witnessed in the past few weeks, she’d been his beacon, the symbol of all that was right with the world. And now it might be too late to win her back?

				That was unacceptable.

				Reid stood and stretched his back before grabbing his seabag. Striding to the door at the far end of the hallway that led to the parking lot, he reviewed his options. The situation with Becca was time-sensitive. He could head back to his place in the BOQ and hit the rack for a few hours before he devised a plan. God knew he could use the sleep.

				Or he could get his ass in his truck this instant and take the first step in repairing the damage he’d done.

				Reid thought again about her fantasy. He wasn’t above seducing her to get what he wanted: another chance. She’d already outlined in vivid detail what she wanted from him in bed, back when she’d trusted him. He was more than willing to give it to her. Maybe it would give him the edge he needed to convince her he deserved a second shot.

				So those were his choices. A few hours’ sleep? Or a carefully executed covert seduction?

				No contest.

				Walking across the moonlit asphalt, he climbed into his truck and headed for Alexandria.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				A few hours into the evening, Becca wished she’d taken the opportunity to back out of the evening when David had offered.

				She could have avoided everything in the first place by making up some excuse or other plans for tonight. Hell, she should have spent all night hanging out by herself at the local Starbucks to prevent being home alone rather than attending this gala. Hurting David’s feelings would have been preferable to the way she was suffering when the silent auction finally ended. Every time she checked her watch she swore the battery had stopped working. How could time be dragging so damn slowly? The dinner had been okay, but David still seemed anxious about something. Between conversations he’d been fidgety, darting troubled glances at her, which was very unlike him. It also heightened her own anxiety.

				When the event finally wrapped up she couldn’t get to the car fast enough. Walking through the parking lot in the cold drizzle, she pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders. David opened her door and she slid inside with a murmured thank you, careful not to touch him.

				All evening she’d been vigilant about not doing or saying anything that might give him the wrong idea, while still trying to be decent company. Though he’d been unusually quiet all night, when he had spoken to her he’d subtly flirted with her regardless, just like always. Aware she wasn’t interested in him romantically, yet letting her know he was still unwilling to concede defeat. Under different circumstances she might have been flattered by his persistence. Right now it just made her desperate to escape.

				David started the engine and drove out of the parking lot. He didn’t say anything for a few minutes, and when she glanced over at him it seemed like he was still on edge about something. She noticed he kept checking his mirrors more than necessary. His posture seemed unnaturally uptight.

				She frowned. Why was he so nervous? “Hey. Something wrong?”

				“No.” He was being so cautious that when he checked the side mirrors again, she did too. She didn’t spot anything out of the ordinary going on behind them. Just a few cars in the distance, turning out of the parking lot. What was he looking for back there?

				“David, come on. I know something’s going on. You’re not acting like yourself.”

				Finally he blew out a breath and answered. “Sorry. You’re right. I need to tell you something. I was going to talk to you before you got that phone call, and then it just never seemed like the right time to bring it up. I couldn’t bring it up in there in front of all those people.”

				That didn’t sound good. Half turning in the seat, she gave him her full attention, wondering what was up. “Okay, I’m listening.”

				His gaze darted over to her. “I finished analyzing the contents of that file you unencrypted for me.”

				Since Reid’s call, she’d forgotten about the file. “Did you find anything?”

				“Oh, yeah.” His tone was every bit as grim as his expression.

				Unsettled, she turned more in her seat to stare at him. Was this the real reason he’d invited her out tonight? “Tell me.”

				He rubbed at the back of his neck, a sure sign of his agitation. Her heart rate kicked up a few notches in response. “Someone in the firm’s been involved in illegal investments. A lot of them.”

				“Illegal as in…”

				“As in, the IRS and the SEC would put the person away for the next twenty-five to life if this got out.”

				Her eyes widened. “What? Who is it?”

				“Not sure. I’m trying to figure that out, though I’ve narrowed it down to a few possibilities.” He met her gaze for a second. “Four out of the six I’ve pegged are partners in the firm.”

				Holy shit. Her mouth fell open for a moment. One of the partners? This was bad. She’d never have guessed that such an innocent-looking file would contain that kind of information, and even though she hadn’t really examined the contents too much, she’d technically had access to the figures on those spreadsheets. A sinking feeling took hold as she realized she might have unknowingly embroiled herself in something ugly. “How much money are we talking about?”

				“Almost two billion.”

				She was too stunned to answer him for a moment. No freaking way. This was something straight out of a movie. “You’re sure about this? Has anyone else analyzed the numbers?”

				“I’m sure, and that’s why I won’t let anyone else look at the numbers until I have everything I need for evidence. You think one of the largest investment firms in the country’s going to let this get out?” He shook his head and made a scoffing sound. “Once I have solid proof I’m going straight to the IRS and SEC. And not until.”

				It was almost too much for her to comprehend. “How many people do you think are involved?”

				“Not sure yet. Could be a couple or might only be one.”

				She began fidgeting with the folds of her dress in her lap. Had she made a mistake somehow when she’d unencrypted the thing? “Why didn’t you say anything before?”

				He gave her a “get real” look. “I wasn’t going to email it to you or tell you over the phone.”

				In case someone else might see or overhear. Jesus.

				“And you were too distracted on our way to the dinner earlier so I didn’t want to spoil the whole evening by bringing it up before. At first I wasn’t going to say anything at all, but in light of what’s going on, I felt you had a right to know.”

				Well gee, thanks for that. She chewed her lip. There was still a chance this was all a horrible mistake. “Maybe I’d better look at the coding on the file again.”

				“It’s all there, Becca. You nailed it the first time, trust me. I copied everything onto a flash drive and put it on your office desk back at your place while you were upstairs.”

				She whipped her head around to gawk at him. “What for? I don’t want to be involved in any part of this.” Or the shit storm that would certainly follow.

				“I wanted someone I trusted to have a copy of everything. Just in case,” he said cryptically. “You should probably move it to a more secure place. You got a safe at home?”

				“No.” Okay, now she was flat-out worried. She didn’t like the implication behind his actions. “How long have you known about the investments?”

				“A few days. It took me a while to dig through everything.”

				“No one’s said anything to you at the office? Asked questions?” She tried to remember if anything strange or out of the ordinary had happened over the past week, but other than the surprise meeting this morning, nothing came to mind. And no one had brought it up at the meeting. Unless whoever was behind this had been testing her reaction in that board room. She’d written those new portfolio analysis programs. Did they think she intended to use it on the numbers David had unearthed? The idea made her go cold inside.

				Damn. She wanted to know if she should actually be worried. Just how much trouble were they were both in?

				“Nope, but only because no one else knows I even have the file. Or that you cracked it for me. And that’s the way I want to keep it until I have more proof.” He shot her a meaningful sideways glance.

				Please, like she was going to say anything? “You should just go to the police and let them handle it if you don’t want to risk telling the partners.” Not that she blamed him. If it was true, there was no telling how many of them were involved with a cover-up that size. Something this big would have long-term repercussions for the firm’s investors. The impact would be global, a ripple effect that might topple one of the biggest firms in the country. And when one considered the obscene amount of money involved… Just how badly would they want to silence anyone with the power to expose their illegal activities?

				A chill swept down her spine. She didn’t like the feel of this at all. “David, you’d better be careful.” She clenched her damp hands together in her lap.

				“I know. I will be.” He sounded confident, but it didn’t make the unease in the pit of her stomach go away.

				As they drove, Becca mentally ran through a list of the firm’s partners. She was just a programmer, a worker bee in the hive, so she didn’t know many of them on a personal level. Would one of them really do something like this? Put their career and the entire firm in jeopardy? “There has to be an explanation. No way anyone in the firm would do something like this, especially now, when the whole financial world is still scrambling to recover from the mortgage meltdown debacle. Something that big couldn’t go on today without someone else finding out about it.” She frowned at him. Could it?

				“I didn’t want to believe it either, but after going over the data, doing research and crunching the numbers for the past few days, I can’t deny what’s there in black and white. So far it all checks out, unfortunately.”

				Well, as a forensic accountant hired by the firm, he’d know. “Have you ever seen anything suspicious in your work before?”

				“Not like this. I wouldn’t have found out about it at all if I hadn’t stumbled across that file in the first place.”

				Yeah, that was bothering her now too. “And you don’t think that’s suspicious, it just turning up out of nowhere?” She gnawed her bottom lip.

				“No, because I literally would never have even seen it if I hadn’t been looking for some obscure information for another file I was working on. It was buried in a hard drive in an old generic company laptop I was checking.”

				She licked her lips. “Think someone wanted to set one of the partners up by planting false information, knowing you’d find it?” Him stumbling upon it was too much of a coincidence for her to swallow. Considering the amount of money involved, she figured a bit of paranoia was justified. But why would someone do it? To set up one of the partners? Revenge?

				David shrugged. “Haven’t ruled that theory out entirely, which is why I’m not blowing the whistle just yet.”

				And she’d bet it was also why he’d been antsy and checking his mirrors so often tonight. Her hands fisted in her lap. She didn’t see anyone behind them, but now she was on edge too. “Have you been followed or something?”

				He hesitated a moment and her stomach tightened. “I thought so a few times this week.”

				Oh, shit. And he’d picked her up tonight, regardless that he might be endangering her too? “What about now?”

				“Not that I know of. Look, I didn’t tell you to scare you. I just want you to be aware of what’s going on because you’ve had access to the information.”

				And by helping him with what had seemed like a benign enough task, she was now involved in this, whether she wanted to be or not. Didn’t matter that she was only a programmer and didn’t know the first thing about accounting. She’d unwittingly embroiled herself the moment she’d opened that encrypted file last week. At the very least she’d have interviews with investigators and be called to testify if and when all this went to trial. At worst, she’d find a pink slip on her desk Monday morning.

				With someone’s reputation and two billion at stake, you know that’s not the worst thing that could happen to you.

				Okay, maybe she’d watched too many movies. Still, she couldn’t shake the prickling sensation at the back of her neck.

				She laced her stiff fingers together and exhaled. Her night had now officially gone from bad to worse. An hour ago she wouldn’t have thought that possible.

				David cleared his throat. “Sorry to put you in such an awkward situation. I didn’t mean to.”

				She knew he hadn’t involved her intentionally. Still sucked for her, though. “Well, thanks for the heads up, I guess.” What was she supposed to do now, plead ignorance when someone confronted her about it? She now had a freaking copy of it in her home office.

				Becca turned her head to stare out her window. Weak moonlight gleamed off the top of the deep, water-swollen drainage canal lining this rural stretch of road. It had rained most of the week and if they got another good storm, the roads would likely flood.

				David glanced over at her. “You’re not worried, are you?”

				“Uh, yeah. Aren’t you?” Only an idiot wouldn’t be.

				He reached over to wrap his fingers around her hand. Feeling awkward, she squeezed once before withdrawing it from his grasp. She wasn’t looking to him for comfort. Only assurance that she wasn’t in any sort of danger.

				Thankfully he took the hint and placed his hand back on the steering wheel. “You haven’t done anything wrong. Neither of us has. We were both just doing our jobs.”

				Maybe so, but that wasn’t going to shield them from the fallout when this whole thing blew up. Probably sooner than later. “I’ve worked there for almost four years,” she said with a frown. “I like it there.”

				“You’re not going to lose your job, Becca.”

				She didn’t answer. If this thing was real, the whole firm might collapse. None of them would have jobs. Though if one or more of the partners were guilty, she didn’t want to work for them anyway.

				They drove in silence for another few minutes, the only sounds the light patter of rain against the windshield and the quiet swish of the wipers across it. A few cars passed them in the other direction, their lights sweeping over the beige leather interior in brief flashes. Becca was so caught up in her inner turmoil she didn’t think anything of the dark car coming up behind them until it crossed the center lane and pulled out next to them to pass. She and David glanced over briefly as the other vehicle’s engine roared, picking up speed.

				It didn’t pass them.

				It drew up even with them and for a moment Becca clearly saw the passenger peering intently through the window at them, his face illuminated by a streetlight they passed. A young man with pale blue eyes and dark eyebrows, a gray hoodie covering his head. The intent way he stared gave her the creeps.

				As though he was disturbed too, David frowned and began to slow down.

				Before he could pull them back, the other car veered sharply toward them. Becca gasped as David swore and jerked the wheel sharply to avoid a collision. They skidded on the wet road a moment until he regained control. Her fingers were biting into the leather seat.

				“Asshole,” he muttered darkly, hitting the brakes until the car shot ahead.

				Heart pounding, Becca reached into her clutch for her phone to call 911. The other car slowed and veered at them again. This time it hit the driver’s side front quarter panel. Her cry was drowned out beneath the sound of metal crunching. Tires squealed as they started to slide.

				“Shit!” David exclaimed.

				Becca gripped the edges of her seat, mind reeling with horror as their car spun sideways, skidding across the damp pavement. David tried to wrench the vehicle around but instead sent them careening toward the edge of the road. The world outside turned in a sickening blur and then they hit the soft shoulder with a loud thud. A scream stuck in her throat. The car’s right side lifted off the ground, momentarily sending them airborne. They slammed down on her side with a jarring crunch of metal and glass. She cried out and braced a hand on the door a split second before they rolled and plunged over the side into the canal.

				The hood’s sudden impact with the water set off both air bags. Becca’s punched her hard in the face, the force disorienting her even as the seatbelt cut deeply into her chest and shoulder. Above the sudden explosions of pain she heard the unmistakable sound of glass cracking. A chilling sound that raked icy needles down her spine. She blinked, fought to get her bearings. A glance out the windshield showed murky darkness.

				The water. They were sinking. If the glass gave way, the car would flood.

				The moment she thought it, a cold stream poured in from behind her, over her shoulder. Her hands flailed out in front of her, shoving the airbag out of the way. The dim light from the dash instruments threw barely enough illumination for her to see David’s silhouette, slumped in his seat. He didn’t appear to be moving. Outside the car, everything was black. They were well beneath the surface already and still sinking. How far down were they?

				Don’t panic. You can’t panic.

				“David,” she said in a rough voice, fear pushing her to move, to get out.

				“I’m…okay,” he wheezed back, assuring her that at least the airbag hadn’t knocked him out.

				She shoved her semi-deflated bag away, trying to get oriented. The seatbelt dug painfully into her chest and shoulder. She seemed to be hanging from it. Was the car on its side or upside down? With a thud, they finally hit the bottom and rolled slightly to the right.

				Panic welled up. She forced it back. Her teeth started to chatter, from either shock or the cold water slowly filling the interior. “David, the water’s coming in. We have to get out.” She fumbled with the buckle. When it released, she fell forward and hit the dash with a grunt. Which way was up? She could barely see her hand right in front of her eyes.

				No answer.

				“David,” she said urgently, scrambling over to help him with his own belt. The dash lights went out, engulfing them in total blackness.

				Terror squeezed her windpipe like a fist.

				Shaking slightly, she worked completely by feel. Freezing cold water continued to pour into the interior from the broken windows, filling the bottom of the vehicle. She couldn’t tell how much or how fast, but it was already up to her calves. If they were completely submerged it would eventually cover their heads.

				“Brace your legs on the dash,” she ordered, and he did before they got his seatbelt undone. He fell into her, crushing her against the dash and passenger door. She gasped at the jolt of pain in her back and ribs. The rising water slowly covered her hips, igniting a raw, primitive instinct to escape. She pushed at his shoulders. “We have to get out your window. Up is out your side.”

				“I can’t see a fucking thing,” he snapped back, reaching over to fumble with the door handle.

				She lunged up to grab his arm. “No! The window. Smash it open if you have to and once the water level is high enough, we can swim out.” He’d never get the door open against the force of the water, even if it wasn’t damaged too badly to open.

				“Are you crazy? We’ll fucking drown!”

				“We’re going to drown if we stay in here,” she insisted hotly, shoving at him now. Her heart was galloping, fear driving her to escape. The dark and the confined space fed the claustrophobia that threatened to engulf her, pushing her toward the brink of panic. “Do it, David!”

				They didn’t have time to sit here. The assholes who ran them off the road had to have something to do with that file. It had to be connected. The road was dark and quiet, with little traffic. Even if someone were to drive past, they might be too far down for anyone to see them.

				Becca forced her shaky legs beneath her, ordering her slamming heart to slow down and her mind to ignore the icy water already swirling around her waist. David wasn’t listening. Every second mattered. She wasn’t about to stay trapped in here and drown.

				With a snarl, she grabbed hold of his shoulders and got right in his face. “Goddamn it, David, either kick out that window or get the hell out of the way so I can!”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Reid slowed his truck when he saw all the cars stopped along the edge of the road up ahead. A half dozen people were gathered together, gesturing and talking on cell phones as they stared into what looked like a drainage canal. Not a good sign. He parked behind the last car, noting the skid marks up ahead along the edge of the road, where gravel met the grassy shoulder. Then he saw the car in the canal, its tail lights glowing a dim red in the darkness below the water line. He immediately grabbed the first aid kit from the back and jumped out of the truck.

				“Is anyone in there?” he called to the closest bystander, a man standing at the edge.

				“Yeah, driver hasn’t come out yet. Fire truck’s on the way.”

				Well if the car was filling with water, the chances the first responders would get here in time to save the driver were slim to none. He stripped off his jacket, annoyed that everyone was standing around doing nothing. “How long have they been under?”

				“A minute or two.” The man shook his head, peering worriedly over the edge while someone else shined a flashlight beam on the water’s surface. “Still some air bubbles coming up.”

				Yeah, there were, which meant someone was still alive down there. Reid grabbed the penlight he kept in the med kit, switched it on and stuck the end in his mouth. The guy next to him gawked when Reid started climbing down the side of the steep embankment. “You seriously going in there?”

				Reid didn’t bother answering. He wasn’t going to stand by and let someone drown, waiting for the firemen to arrive to haul out a corpse, when Reid might be able to save them. Ignoring the crowd of curious and useless onlookers, he slid down the slippery side of the canal until he was waist-deep in the water and dove under. It was cold, but not as cold as the Atlantic off Virginia Beach, where he trained all the time. The thin beam from his pen light cut through the murkiness, slowly revealing the vehicle. It surprised Reid how deep the water was in the middle of the canal. More than twice his height, if he had to guess.

				The submerged car was stuck ass-end up, leaning on its right side on the bottom of the canal. The back window was cracked, and water would be pouring through. He couldn’t be sure how much had made it inside.

				He sliced deeper through the muddy water until he came up to the rear left door, catching sight of someone through the driver’s side window. The person turned upon seeing him and banged urgently on the window. Reid moved closer and saw that the driver had a good eight-inch-high air pocket remaining, the water only up to chest level so far. The driver banged on the window again and Reid rapped his knuckles against it to let him know he’d seen him. As he prepared to surface, he made out the shape of another person moving on the passenger side.

				He kicked once to surface and took a breath, yanking the penlight out of his mouth as he treaded water. “Two people in there, both still alive,” he shouted up to the stunned onlookers. No telling how much longer they had until the interior filled completely, though. The wail of sirens sounded in the distance, still too far away to save the victims. “Get some blankets ready.”

				Without waiting for a response, he put the penlight back in his mouth and dove back under again.

				He swam around to the driver’s side and saw that the water level inside had risen past the edge of the window now. The driver started to yank on the door handle and Reid slammed a hand on the window to get his attention. When the guy looked at him, Reid shook his head sharply and pointed to the rear window. The door was too badly damaged to open, and there wasn’t enough room to open it wide enough for an escape anyway. Not that they could try until the water pressure inside had equalized. They’d get out easier through the larger back window, though he didn’t have any way of telling them what he intended to do.

				He motioned toward the rear of the car and waited to make sure the driver followed him. Just as he was about to move away, the passenger moved close enough for the thin beam of light to hit their face.

				Reid’s heart stuttered when he found Becca’s terrified eyes staring back at him. What the hell? He stared back for an instant in shock then kicked back to the surface with a renewed sense of urgency. Fuck, Becca was trapped in there? She had to be cold and terrified, maybe hurt from the crash. What the hell had happened? He had to get her out.

				Taking another deep breath, he plunged beneath the water again and swam to the back window. It was already partially caved in; a few well-placed kicks would open it up enough for them to get out. He had to time it carefully, smash it in fast and haul them out within a few seconds and hope to hell they’d gotten a good breath of air before the water closed over their heads. He didn’t know if he’d be able to get them both out before they panicked and sucked water into their lungs. Becca was his first priority.

				The driver’s face appeared in the back window, then Becca’s. Two pairs of frightened eyes stared up at him. She and the driver were depending on him to get them out. He wasn’t sure if Becca could even see him through the cracked window, or if she’d recognized him earlier. Shining the penlight slightly to the side so he wouldn’t blind them, he tapped on the glass with his finger and pointed toward the surface then made a shooing motion, warning them to move back. Becca’s date nodded and retreated slightly, the water now lapping at his shoulders.

				Reid wasn’t waiting another second to bust them out.

				He gripped the edge of the trunk with his free hand to brace himself and used all his strength to slam the heels of his boots against the window. The damaged safety glass gave way with a muffled crack before he drove his feet into it a second time, punching a giant hole through it. He kicked twice more in rapid succession as the water poured in, clearing the tiny bits of glass away as fast as he could.

				He’d barely pulled his feet back when the driver shoved past him through the opening in a blur of panicked limbs and thrashed toward the surface. Reid lunged forward to grab Becca, only to find that the stupid bastard had kicked her back toward the front seat in his terror to escape.

				Mentally cursing the asshole for placing Becca in increased danger and leaving her behind, Reid shot his hand through the window and locked his fingers around one of her flailing arms. He closed his hand around the back of her upper arm in a tight grip as she pushed frantically toward him. In the beam of the penlight he could see the raw terror in her wide eyes. He understood her fear. Aside from the weak light in his mouth, it was pitch dark down here. She likely had no idea how far down they were and was afraid she was going to run out of air.

				Unable to reassure her that the surface was only a few feet above them, Reid pulled her up and through the hole, ignoring the way she struggled as her fear tipped her into full-on panic. He couldn’t tell if she’d already inhaled water or cut herself on any of the jagged edges of glass, and right now it didn’t matter. His main concern was to get her some air.

				Sliding an arm around her waist to hold her steady, he kicked hard off the back window frame, carefully avoiding her floundering limbs. A second later they broke the surface. Becca threw back her head and sucked in a strangled gasp of air, instinctively fighting his hold in an attempt to stay afloat.

				Reid snatched the penlight out of his mouth with his free hand, still keeping a firm hold on Becca with the other. “You’re okay, I’ve got you,” he said as calmly as he could, already pulling her toward the sloping embankment. Why the hell did they have such deep, wide drainage canals around here?

				At the sound of his voice she whipped her head around to stare at him, her eyes wide and unblinking in the bright strobe lights of the emergency vehicles that had finally arrived on site. He knew the instant she realized it was him. She went still in his arms for a split second but didn’t answer, pulling in rapid, shallow breaths that told him just how scared she was.

				“I’ve got you,” he repeated in a low voice, wishing he could hold her until she calmed and knowing there wasn’t time. Again she didn’t reply, maybe due to shock or the cold, though she didn’t struggle again and her hands came up to lock onto his forearms. One more sidestroke, and Reid’s outstretched hand met the wet concrete edge of the canal.

				Urgent voices sounded from above them and a second later, a firefighter appeared at the edge of the embankment in his yellow turnout coat. He braced himself on the steep side and started down in his rubber boots while Reid grasped Becca around the waist, hoisting her up. The fireman took her outstretched hands and hauled her up the side as Reid climbed out after them.

				The crowd of onlookers had swelled during the rescue. At least a dozen people stood there staring as the fireman hurried Becca over to the waiting ambulance so the paramedics could take over. Her useless-ass date was already sitting in the back of the vehicle covered in a thick blanket, shuddering visibly. Reid shook his head in disgust. With difficulty he reined in the sudden urge to march over there and grab him by the throat and tell the guy exactly what he thought of him. If Reid hadn’t been there, the bastard might have drowned Becca in his panic to get himself out.

				Something moved in his peripheral vision. Reid turned his head to find a cop coming toward him, a concerned frown on his middle-aged face. “You okay?”

				“Yeah.” He was only starting to notice the cold now. His sodden shirt and jeans were plastered to him, his muscles lightly shivering in an attempt to create more body heat. His feet squished in his boots, but hell, he was more than used to being wet and cold and uncomfortable. He hated that Becca was feeling it, though.

				The cop appraised him with an admiring nod. “That was pretty damn impressive. You Search and Rescue?”

				“No.”

				The man narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. “Military?”

				He nodded distractedly, watching Becca with the medics as they pulled out some bandages. She was bleeding? He could see she was shivering but couldn’t tell how badly she’d been hurt in the crash. She seemed to be moving okay though. “Navy.”

				“You need anything looked at?”

				“No, I’m good.” When the cop walked away, Reid strode toward the ambulance. Halfway there, Becca glanced over and met his gaze. Under the bright lights in the back of the ambulance, her eyes seemed even bluer with the black of her makeup smudged beneath them. She clutched the blanket around her with white-knuckled fingers, her long dark hair falling around her shoulders in wet ropes. So beautiful, and lucky to be alive. It shook him deep inside. “You okay?” he asked when he was close enough.

				She swallowed and nodded, reassuring him that at least her neck was okay. “Th-thank you for g-getting me out.”

				Christ, she didn’t have to thank him for pulling her out of a trapped vehicle. He fought back his instinctive need to touch her, hold her. She didn’t reach for him or give any indication she even wanted him there. Something distant in her expression made him hang back. He stuffed his hands in his wet pockets to keep from reaching for her and continued to stare as an awkward silence spread between them. He hoped like hell her silence was from shock and not because she didn’t want anything to do with him anymore.

				“W-what are you doing here?” she finally asked in a bewildered voice.

				His hands itched to touch her, to soothe away the fear he still sensed in her. “I was on my way to your place to wait for you and stopped to see what was going on.” Thank God he had. If he’d been five minutes later coming down that road, or if he’d taken a different route…

				He shoved the thought away.

				Surprise flashed in her eyes but it was gone so fast he wondered if he’d imagined it. “I’m g-glad you f-found me,” she said in a small voice that was completely unlike her. Despite all the people around them and the invisible wall between them, Reid wanted to close the gap and haul her straight into his arms. Of all the ways he’d foreseen tonight going, this hadn’t been one of them. He hated seeing her cold and scared. The protective part of him demanded he do something to make it better.

				The paramedic in the back said something to her and she looked up to answer, then spoke quietly to her date. Reid stepped back to give them some room while the medic gathered more bandages. Reid scrutinized her date. The asshole didn’t even seem concerned about her, wasn’t even trying to warm or comfort her. Why the hell would Becca go out with a guy like that?

				A firefighter came up to Reid. “You need a blanket, man?”

				“Nah, I’m good.” He had a change of clothes in his truck. And he wasn’t putting them on until he was a hundred percent certain that Becca was really okay. Because she didn’t look okay right now.

				Once the paramedics were finished, Becca stood slowly. She met Reid’s eyes and he felt the impact of her gaze like a kick to the chest. He closed the distance between them without even realizing he’d made the decision to move.

				The instant he was close enough, she reached a hand out to him. Reid took it immediately, curling his fingers around her colder ones in a protective grip, grateful that she wanted him there. The blanket she clutched at her throat slipped slightly, revealing the bandage wrapped around the base of her left hand. “How bad are you hurt?”

				She shrugged, the move choppy because she was still shivering. “Just a couple nicks f-from the glass. I don’t think they n-needed bandaging, but the medic ins-sisted.”

				Reid scanned the exposed skin on her face and neck, looking for more marks. There was an abrasion on the bridge of her nose and one high up on her right cheekbone, likely from the airbag. The blanket gapped beneath her clenched fist, its halves parting around her torso. Her soaked dress was snagged in a few spots at hip and thigh level, though he couldn’t tell if she was bleeding beneath it. Fragile black high-heeled sandals were still buckled around her ankles.

				Frowning, he lifted his free hand to trace a finger over a raw scrape along the edge of her jaw. “What the hell happened, Bec?”

				“Someone r-ran us off the r-road,” she said shakily.

				Reid felt his hackles rise. From the gouges in the road’s shoulder and the edge of the canal where the car had plunged over, they must have taken a pretty good impact. She’d have whiplash, maybe even a concussion. Her pupils were evenly dilated and she didn’t seem confused, but even if she was in shock right now she had to be more shaken up than she was letting on. As he opened his mouth to say something, another cop stepped up and addressed Becca.

				“Ma’am, can you answer some questions for me now?”

				“Sure.” She tightened her hold in Reid’s fingers, and he squeezed back gently in wordless reassurance, moving closer to her side.

				The cop glanced at him in silent question.

				“I’m staying,” Reid said flatly.

				Without any argument the officer turned his attention back to Becca and took out a pad and paper. “Did you get a good look at the driver or passenger of the car that forced you into the canal?”

				“I saw the p-passenger more clearly than the driver. Young Caucasian m-male, probably early to mid twenties. Dark hair, I think.” She pulled the blanket tighter around herself, and Reid wrapped an arm across her shoulders to help stem the shivering, rubbing a hand up and down her arm. “He stared right at us,” she continued with a slight shake of her head. “That was the creepiest p-part. It was like he recognized us or s-something.”

				Reid shot her a sharp look, his muscles tensing.

				“So you think they ran you off the road intentionally?” the cop asked.

				“I know they did,” she answered firmly. She glanced at her date, her expression closing up when his face remained unreadable.

				Something about her response didn’t gel, and Reid got the feeling it had to do with covering for her date. Had the asshole been drinking and crossed over the center lane and Becca was trying to protect him? He glanced over his shoulder to pin the guy with a hostile glare as he spoke to one of the other cops.

				“David didn’t recognize them either,” Becca went on. “They pulled up r-right beside us to get a good look, then hit us twice deliberately until we f-finally went into the canal.” She shuddered.

				Jesus. Reid waited silently throughout the rest of the questioning, keeping an eye on David. If the asshole knew more than he was letting on about this incident, if he’d knowingly placed Becca in danger, he’d be sorry.

				Becca finished answering the questions, gave the cop all her contact info and promised to make another statement if she remembered anything else.

				“Are you sure you don’t want to go to the hospital, get an X-ray or anything?” the officer asked.

				“I’m fine,” she insisted. “Just need to get out of these w-wet clothes and into a hot shower.”

				The cop looked at Reid. “You taking her home?”

				“Yeah.” He was relieved when Becca didn’t protest. She might not think she was hurt, but she definitely shouldn’t be alone right now. And he’d be damned if he’d let David take care of her. “Come on,” he told her quietly. “Let’s get you home.”

				She resisted the gentle tug on her shoulder, looking back at David. “I need to make sure he’s okay.”

				Reid held back a snort of disgust as she walked over to one of the squad cars where David sat in the passenger seat, shivering beneath his blanket and looking pathetic. He started to get up when she approached but sank back down when she spoke to him. He met Reid’s gaze briefly before looking up at her again with a miserable nod. They talked for a few minutes, heads close together. The whole think reeked of secrecy, and Reid wanted to know what the hell they were talking about.

				Finally Becca came back to Reid and slipped beneath the arm he held out for her, burrowing into his side. She shivered in bursts, her teeth chattering slightly. Her trembling lips held a bluish tinge. He rubbed his hand gently up and down her upper arm in an attempt to warm her. “Okay?”

				She nodded. “They’re going to take him to the hospital for a CT scan. He said to t-tell you thanks for getting us out.” Her voice went soft.

				Reid didn’t give a shit about David. “Was he drinking tonight?”

				A tiny frown formed before she realized what he was asking and her eyes went wide. “No, he wasn’t impaired, I swear. It wasn’t his fault.”

				He relaxed marginally, glancing at the guy. He received a feeble smile and a wave. Forcing himself to be polite, Reid nodded once in acknowledgement before leading Becca away.

				* * *

				Carter’s palms were sweating lightly in his leather gloves as he drove the second stolen car back to the accident site. Kevin had already ditched the one they’d used to sideswipe the BMW, while Carter returned to check things out. The person who’d hired him to take out the accountant and his date apparently wasn’t satisfied with them merely winding up beneath the water in the drainage canal. His employer wanted to know if they were dead, or at least too badly incapacitated to talk about what they knew before all the loose information could be found and destroyed.

				It wasn’t as easy as he’d thought it would be.

				While Carter had done a lot of bad things since he turned sixteen five years ago, he’d never killed anyone before. The rap sheet he’d accumulated was varied with all sorts of other crimes—and lucky for him, most of it was sealed in his juvie records. Since coming of legal age, he’d been careful to do things that wouldn’t attract much attention. Kevin claimed to have shot a couple of people to death, though Carter was pretty sure he was just talking shit. Because stone-cold murder was a hell of a lot worse than what they’d pulled off together in the past.

				Part of him was terrified that he’d drive past the scene and see the body bags. Knowing he hadn’t been the one behind the wheel and therefore hadn’t actually pushed the victims into the canal was his conscience’s only reprieve. Roughing someone up was one thing; this was something else entirely and why he’d gladly let Kevin drive earlier. Carter would never have agreed to take on a job like this if the money hadn’t been so insanely good.

				His heart beat faster when he saw all the flashing lights of the emergency vehicles up ahead. He slowed behind the car in front of him while a cop directed them around the accident scene. Carter’s gut did a strange tilt-a-whirl when he noticed the accountant sitting in the back of the ambulance, then the woman draped in a blanket nearby, walking away with another man.

				Oh, fuck.

				Not only were they still alive, they didn’t look all that bad off. Torn between relief and dread at what his employer would say, he drove past and pulled out his disposable phone to call the temporary cell number he’d been given.

				“Is it done?” a crisp voice demanded, devoid of any sort of guilt or hesitation.

				He cleared his throat. “They’re uh…both still okay,” he said, wincing when an outraged cry came from the other end.

				“Why are you calling me then? Go and finish it! Just do whatever it takes to make him go away, and get the information from her. I want this whole mess cleaned up before it spreads any further. I won’t pay you another dime until it’s done, and if you screw up, I’ll make sure you wind up behind bars.”

				Yeah, that he was clear on. And the hundred-thousand-dollar payday at the end of all this was something he couldn’t turn down. “Okay. I’ll call you if—”

				“No, you won’t. Don’t call me again until it’s taken care of. Got it?”

				“Yeah,” he muttered and hung up. Expelling a hard breath, he doubled back to where he’d left Kevin, finding him walking along the shoulder of the road about a mile from where they’d ditched the first stolen car. He pulled over ahead of him and popped open the passenger door.

				Kevin quickly crawled into the seat and looked at him as he shut the door. “Well?”

				Carter shook his head slowly.

				“Aw, shit.”

				He couldn’t agree more. This was supposed to have been a quick, simple job, and he wasn’t supposed to be the one responsible for the killing. Running the BMW off the road had seemed like the perfect plan. If everything had gone the way it was supposed to, it would have looked like an accident. Then they could have gone to the targets’ houses and made all the remaining evidence disappear. Now they’d be on their guard and that much harder to get to. He tapped his gloved fingers against the steering wheel in a nervous rhythm. “Think they got a good look at us?”

				“No, it was too dark.” Kevin chewed the inside of his lip for a moment, lost in thought. After a minute he pulled out his handgun and set it on his lap. “We’ll just have to try again tonight sometime.”

				Damn, he’d been afraid of that. Carter pulled back onto the road and headed for a secluded spot they’d picked out earlier to leave the car. “You want to follow the guy home?”

				Kevin shook his head, an agitated expression on his face. It amplified the dread churning in Carter’s gut. “Naw, we’d better split up. Let’s ditch this piece of shit first. Then we’ll regroup and take care of business. You go to the woman’s place and search for the flash drive in case it’s there. I’ll go to the accountant’s and get all his computers, see what I can find out from him before I finish up.”

				From his tone, Carter knew that Kevin was prepared to kill the guy to finish the job and protect his identity. Could he do the same if he had to? Carter swallowed uncertainly. All he knew for sure was that this was already spiralling way out of control and he was in too deep to get out now. No matter what happened after this, it was going to be messy.

				* * *

				Reid ushered Becca to his truck without a word, wanting to get her away from the scene as soon as he could. He put her in the front passenger seat and hustled around to the other side, then fired up the engine and set the heaters to high, aiming the vents at her feet and body. Warm air blasted into the cab as he began peeling off his sodden clothes. Becca darted an almost uncomfortable glance at him, still clutching the thin blanket around her.

				“You should get out of that dress,” he told her matter-of-factly, shucking his sodden jeans with difficulty. Wet denim was a bitch to peel off.

				When she didn’t move or respond, he looked over at her. She was watching him uncertainly, as though she couldn’t decide whether to follow his suggestion or not. Considering he’d touched and kissed every inch of her naked body only weeks ago, her hesitation over stripping in front of him pissed him off.

				“I’ll hold the blanket around you,” he offered gruffly, “but either you take it off or I’ll do it for you. You’re already freezing and still in shock, so I’m not taking any chances of you getting hypothermic. Take it off now.”

				She held his gaze for a moment longer, a spark of annoyance lighting her eyes before she finally shifted the ends of the blanket to better cover herself. Reid took the damp edges from her cold fingers despite her resistance and waited impatiently while she struggled to peel the sodden garment over her head. He tossed it to the floor and handed her a dry T-shirt from his duffel in the backseat, tugging it over her head before she could protest. She wriggled, pulling the shirt down over her thighs and he at last pulled the damp blanket away. When she was settled, he dragged on a pair of sweatpants then helped her buckle her seatbelt because her fingers were shaking too badly.

				Her pallor and silence were beginning to alarm him. Despite the dry clothes and the heaters on full blast, his skin was still covered with goose bumps, and he’d only been in the water a few minutes. Not only had she been submerged longer, she had far less muscle mass to generate body heat. He’d have loved to haul her into his lap to warm her, but her stiff posture made it clear she didn’t want him touching her.

				She sat quietly beside him as he pulled away from the throng of emergency vehicles, arms wrapped around herself to help stem the shivers rolling through her. He hated the helplessness he felt. Not that her silence really surprised him. She’d been through one hell of a shock. Still, he didn’t like the distance she was trying to put between them. Whether she was mad at him or not for falling off the radar, she needed someone to take care of her right now.

				He reached across the console and gently pried her uninjured hand away from her body, lacing his fingers with hers. She glanced over at him and gave a tiny smile of thanks as she squeezed his hand. Relieved that she’d responded to him even in that small way, Reid ran his thumb across her knuckles as he drove.

				The twenty-five-minute trip to her place seemed to take a hell of a lot longer. He caught her sigh of relief when he finally turned down her street and her house came into view. Reid parked in front of the two-story Cape Cod’s double garage and came around to help her out of the car, but she was already climbing out. Becca wobbled slightly on her high heels; he steadied her with a hand on her upper arm.

				“Thanks,” she murmured, quickly straightening and pulling away. “Just a little shaky still.”

				“Understandable.” He slammed her door shut while she headed up the front walkway without him, the ends of the blanket trailing behind her like ruined wings. Scowling, he loped up beside her in the cold drizzle and caught her arm. Two strides from the front steps she froze, looking up at him with black-rimmed eyes.

				“My purse is still back in the car,” she said dully. “I don’t have a key or my phone.”

				“Can you get in through the garage?”

				“Yeah, but that won’t do us any good. I always keep the door into the kitchen locked.” She sounded annoyed with herself.

				He could pick the locks or bust through a door if need be, though he’d rather not add any more drama to the evening. “You got a spare key hidden anywhere?”

				She shook her head. “My sister took it when she was in town last week. I hadn’t made another copy yet.” The shivering seemed to have worsened in the few seconds since they’d left the truck, and seeing her so fragile tied him in knots.

				“Go sit in the truck and keep warm,” he ordered. Scanning the house for another way in, his gaze caught on one upper-story window that stood open a few inches. He shot her an incredulous look. “You left your bedroom window open?”

				She frowned. “I always leave it open a few inches. I like the fresh air.”

				“Is it locked in place?”

				“No, why?” She looked at him like he was crazy. “No one’s going to get up there to break into my house.”

				“Jesus, Bec.” He shook his head at her naiveté and searched for a handhold, finding one near one of the downspouts. Shoving his phone back into his pocket, he ushered her onto the covered porch and next to the front door. “Stay here.” He climbed up onto the porch railing and jumped to catch the edge of the gutter below the open window.

				“What are you—Reid!”

				“What?” he grunted, doing a pull-up to lever himself onto the roof.

				When he stood, Becca’s anxious face appeared below the edge of the roof, peering up at him with wide eyes. “What the hell are you doing?”

				“Getting inside so I can let you in where it’s warm,” he answered evenly, climbing up the steeply pitched roof to her bedroom windowsill. “Your alarm set?”

				“Yes, but the upper windows don’t have sensors.”

				Well, they would starting Monday, he vowed. He gripped the bottom of the open window and shoved upward until he had enough room to squeeze through, then climbed in. Jogging through her bedroom and down the stairs to the front door, he unlocked it and let her in, ignoring the funny look she gave him.

				She punched in the code on the keypad inside the front door with shaky fingers before speaking. “It’s slippery up there. You could have fallen.” Her tone held a bite of accusation.

				Part of him wanted to laugh at how ridiculous that sounded. She knew what he did for a living and understood better than most the risks associated with it. He did things a thousand times more dangerous than climbing a wet roof on a daily basis during training, let alone in combat. “You’re freezing. Go grab a hot shower and get warmed up.”

				Instead of immediately heading upstairs, she licked her blue-tinged lips and stared at him. He couldn’t even begin to imagine what was running through her head but he was sure he’d find out soon enough. Bec never held back about what was on her mind. “Okay. Go ahead and use the guest bathroom,” she said with a nod toward the end of the hall. “There are fresh towels in the cabinet under the sink.”

				He couldn’t help notice that she hadn’t invited him to shower with her. Before this last deployment he would have joined her there without question. “Here,” he said, gently prying the damp blanket from her cold fingers. “It’s not doing you any good now.” Standing there in nothing but his gray T-shirt that hit her at midthigh, she trembled from her head to her bare toes. He couldn’t stand it.

				Before he could think about it, he reached out and drew her into his arms, holding her tight against his bare chest to warm her and offer comfort. She needed it, even if she was determined to hold herself apart from him. The brave face she’d put on didn’t fool him. He knew she was shaking just as hard on the inside and refused to let it show. While he admired that strength, he wanted her to turn to him for reassurance and it was obvious she wasn’t ready to let him in that far. Just how much of their trust had he ruined with his silence over the past few weeks?

				He rested his chin on the crown of her head with a sigh and closed his eyes, loving the feel of her in his arms, wanting to take care of her. After a moment Becca seemed to wilt, turning her cold cheek into his shoulder as she wound her chilled arms around his bare waist, making him flinch.

				“You’re frozen.” He stroked his palm up and down her spine in a soothing motion. “You sure you’re okay?”

				“Thanks to you, yeah.” Her voice turned husky. “I don’t know if I’d have gotten out without you.”

				Reid squeezed her. “Yeah, you would have. You’d have found a way.” He had no doubt of that. Becca was smart and resourceful.

				She drew in a fractured breath and pressed tighter to him, as though she couldn’t get close enough. A surge of protectiveness swelled inside him. Don’t cry, he almost said but bit the words back. She was struggling so hard to hold it together; maybe crying was the best thing for her right now. He held her firmly against him and kept running his hand over her back, willing to give her whatever she needed. Except space. He didn’t think he’d be able to do that right now if she asked.

				The shivers wracking her gradually subsided to tiny tremors. Soaked as she was with muddy water, he could still smell the faint scent that was all Becca.

				He wanted to do so much more than hold her. With her delectable curves molded against him, Reid couldn’t control his body’s reaction to her any more than he could go back in time and undo the way he’d hurt her. His throbbing erection pressed insistently against her abdomen. All he had to do was bend his head a little to brush his lips against the silky smooth skin of her cheek, kiss every mark on her face and chase away the cold the best way he knew how. There was so much he had to say. Would she listen?

				Becca lifted her head and gazed up at him in the softly lit entryway. A tremulous smile quivered on her lips. Tightening his hands on her back, he lowered his head and the smile froze in place, a spark of unease entering her blue eyes. Reid silently cursed himself and reluctantly loosened his grip, easing back. Her withdrawal confused and frustrated him. She squeezed him once before pulling away and wouldn’t meet his eyes when she turned from him. Reid watched her bare sexy legs as she climbed the stairs until she was out of sight, battling the need to go after her. In spite of everything, she still wanted him. Maybe even needed him.

				He’d come here to set things straight between them, attempt to repair all the damage he’d done. His initial plan had been to seduce her in exactly the way she’d laid out in her fantasy. The accident changed things only slightly. He’d let her get cleaned up and warm, give her a little while to deal with the trauma she’d just been through then do whatever he could to make her feel safe. After they showered, he’d say his piece and hope for the best.

				It wasn’t going to be easy. Becca was stubborn and as independent as they came. She’d already made it clear that while she was grateful for his help, she didn’t need him. He planned to prove her wrong. Even if she threw his apology back in his face and told him to leave, he wasn’t going anywhere. After all that had happened, no way in hell was he leaving her alone tonight. If she wasn’t interested in hearing what he had to say, he’d go with his original plan and settle for using his body to show her exactly what she meant to him.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				On her way through her bedroom to the en suite, Becca stopped and changed her mind about leaving the flash drive. Darting back downstairs, she found it lying on the desk in her office. Her heart beat just a little faster when she picked it up and hurried back to her room, where she placed it on the dresser next to her work phone. Her mind whirled with thoughts about the accident and Reid.

				She kept veering between a sense of unreality that she’d almost died because someone had purposely run them off the road and the knowledge that Reid was downstairs right now, naked in her guest shower. More than anything she wanted to go to him and let him warm her with his naked body, burn all the fear and uncertainty away for at least a little while. The steely erection pressing into her earlier told her he still wanted her. Physically, at least.

				It was her uncertainty about the rest of it that had stopped her from kissing him.

				When she flipped on the bathroom light and caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror, she grimaced at her reflection. Her skin had a bluish cast to it and her eyes were ringed with smudged black makeup. Her cold nipples poked at the soft material of Reid’s shirt, and her bare arms and legs were covered in goose bumps. She had scrapes and cuts on her nose, jaw and hands, plus a few more around her hips, where the broken glass had caught her.

				She shuddered, her mind going back to when she’d been trapped beneath the dark, freezing muddy water. David had knocked her backward when he’d escaped, totally disorienting her. She’d panicked, not knowing which way was out. If Reid hadn’t been there to haul her out, she might have drowned.

				Her skin crawled at the memory of taking in that last desperate, gulping breath as the rushing water crashed over her head, not knowing when she’d get her next lungful of air.

				Rubbing her hands over her arms, she turned on the shower to hot and peeled the shirt over her head. The bandage around her hand was next. The cuts across the side and heel of her hand were shallow and weren’t bleeding anymore, though they stung a bit. She stepped beneath the spray and let the steaming water pound down on her tense neck and shoulders, sighing in relief at the warmth. She leaned her forehead against her hands, braced on the white-tiled wall, and let the water chase the lingering chill away.

				Determinedly she focused on nothing more than the warmth, not allowing her mind to replay the accident or worry about what would happen with Reid. When the shivers had stopped and she was warm once again, she washed her hair and scrubbed herself clean. Braced beneath the heavenly flow of warmth, she couldn’t bring herself to shut the water off just yet.

				Closing her eyes, she allowed herself to remember what it had felt like to be pressed up close against Reid’s solid chest, his steely arms around her once again. She’d missed that so much since he’d been gone, his easy affection and the feeling of contentment whenever she was with him.

				Partway through the dinner she’d made up her mind to talk to him at some point over the weekend, hoping he had a good reason for dropping out of her life. The sensible, logical part of her had warned her she had to end things permanently between them before he crushed her heart completely. Now she wasn’t sure what she wanted. He’d already proven he wasn’t as emotionally invested as she was, yet he’d come to see her as soon as he got back and, coincidence or not, saved her life in the process. Was giving him another shot to hurt her just plain stupid? At the moment it was hard to be practical. She ached to be with him tonight.

				She needed to feel him against her naked skin, absorb his warmth and strength, the comfort he so obviously wanted to give. It wasn’t weak of her to want those things. She could accept the solace he offered and hold it close, give them a proper goodbye. She still loved him, and part of her always would.

				Becca ran a hand over her wet hair. God, she was confused. Why had he shown up tonight? Would he have driven all this way to her house just to end it? Or did he want to fix everything and start over? He acted like he still cared, but she was so afraid of being hurt again. Could she honestly let him go now?

				Not tonight, she couldn’t.

				Standing beneath the warm spray, her body hummed with a new awareness. Every sense seemed heightened. Maybe it was because she’d nearly drowned tonight or maybe because Reid was finally back, though the reason didn’t matter. Blood beat heavy through her veins, sending a pulsing ache from her breasts to down between her thighs.

				She wasn’t sure how long she stood beneath the steady stream of water, but eventually the flow began to cool. Sighing, she shut it off and quickly toweled dry then took the blow dryer to her hair. Once it fell in sleek waves over her back and shoulders, she retrieved her favorite calf-length fluffy pink robe from a hook on the back of the door and wrapped herself in its cuddly folds. It might not be sexy, but too bad. She needed all the comfort she could get right now.

				After brushing her teeth then putting on a little eye makeup and a touch of lip gloss, she felt a thousand times better when she emerged from the steam-filled bathroom. She paused on the threshold for a moment, clearing her mind of clutter as she drank in the soothing atmosphere of her bedroom.

				This room was her haven, her sanctuary, and she’d worked damn hard to make it that way. The walls were a pale vanilla trimmed with glossy white crown moldings, and the huge four-poster bed dominated the far end, draped with sheer white mosquito netting. Pretty and fresh but not overly feminine, a perfect retreat after writing code at the office all day. At the moment she couldn’t wait to crawl under the covers. Not that she’d be able to sleep much tonight. Her body pulsed with the need to be held, for Reid to press her down on that bed and take her beyond thinking into pure sensation.

				“Hey.”

				She jumped and whipped around. One hand flew to her chest, over her racing heart as she stared at Reid, backlit in her doorway. “Reid, God!” She sagged as her already tired muscles turned to rubber. “You scared me.”

				He took a step toward her, tall and imposing, this time dressed in dark jeans and a black T-shirt that hugged his muscled torso. The chandelier from the hallway cast a warm glow on his dark hair, longer than it had been before he’d left for Afghanistan. Light glinted off the heavy stubble on his cheeks and jaw, reminding her he hadn’t shaved in a while. “Sorry.” He sounded anything but as his gaze raked over the length of her, sending a primal tendril of heat through her system.

				He didn’t move from the doorway.

				Confused by his stillness, she stayed where she was. “What…what do you want?” Even to her own ears, her voice sounded breathless. Her heart beat a frantic rhythm, her mind racing to make a decision. Did she want this or not?

				“To talk to you.”

				“Okay.” Only that look he’d just given her said the last thing he wanted to do was talk. She raised her chin and steeled herself for bad news, preparing to take it like a big girl. If he was here to break up with her after what she’d just been through, then she didn’t know him as well as she thought and definitely wanted nothing more to do with him.

				He aimed a pointed nod behind her, his face an unreadable mask. “You shouldn’t leave your window unlocked, let alone open.”

				The buzz of arousal and anticipation died away at his stern warning. She’d only cracked the window open a couple of inches. He couldn’t possibly be implying that someone in her safe neighborhood—besides him—might climb up on the roof and come through her window. In light of recent events, that was the least of her worries right now.

				Off-balance and hating it, she scowled, fighting to stop the tremor that snaked through her at the potent, dark sensuality he emitted. “Okay, I won’t do it again.” He didn’t answer, so she raised her brows to prompt him. Was that what he wanted to talk to her about? She couldn’t read him and it unsettled her. What did he want? He wasn’t coming toward her, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to make the first move.

				After a lengthy pause, Reid finally advanced on her. Slowly, like he was stalking prey. She had to stop herself from taking a step back at the strange, almost predatory vibe coming from him. He seemed dangerous all of a sudden, something she’d never seen in him before. She had no idea what he’d do next.

				He stopped in front of her, mere inches away, so close that she could feel the heat from his body and smell the delicious scent of soap and male musk. Too harsh to be truly handsome, the strong angles and planes that made up his face never failed to take her breath away. But that closed expression kept her on edge and stopped her from reaching for him.

				His dark eyes searched hers for a breathless moment, assessing her, like he was delving into her innermost thoughts. “I needed to see you tonight.”

				Her heart pounded crazily beneath her ribs as she fought to keep from touching him. She wouldn’t until she knew what was happening here. “I’m glad you decided to drive down.” His hands had pulled her out through the darkness and up toward the light. His arms had anchored her through the blinding panic that followed. She wrapped her arms around her waist as a shiver snaked through her and tried not to think about the accident.

				“Yeah, I’m glad too,” he said, lifting a hand to stroke a lock of hair back from her cheek. She ached to lean into that touch. “I drove down because I needed to say something to you face to face. But after seeing you under the water like that, the last thing I want to do is talk.” His stare was so intense it burned, his need for her clear in his eyes.

				Beneath the power of that gaze, she trembled even more. She couldn’t control her body’s reaction to the adrenaline crash anymore. The scare, the knowledge that someone had tried to kill her, that Reid was standing here because he’d come for her was too much. Despite her resolve to hold back, she was already lost to him. Her breath hitched in and sudden tears burned her eyes before she could blink them away.

				Reid’s expression softened immediately. “Hey. C’mere.” Before she could utter a protest, he reached for her and drew her tight against him.

				Becca gasped and shuddered at the contact, biting her lip to keep from crying. His wonderful, strong arms surrounded her, one hand cupping the back of her head to press her cheek into his muscled shoulder. She automatically gripped the back of his T-shirt with both fists, needing to hold onto him, fighting the urge to grab handfuls of his hair and devour his mouth with ravenous kisses, pull him to the floor and tear his clothes off.

				After all this time Reid was finally here, holding her the way she’d dreamed of for so long, and he still cared. It was enough for now.

				She pressed closer, famished for the feel of him. Warmth. Strength. His embrace was both protective and possessive, and she didn’t protest because it was exactly what she needed. When he held her like this she could temporarily forget the accident and how he’d shut her out these past few weeks. Her body was alive with sensation, hungry for more.

				“I was so scared,” she admitted hoarsely, knowing it was okay to say it to him.

				“I know, baby. But you did great.”

				She tried to battle the memory of the crash and the resulting tide of adrenaline coursing through her blood, but her breath continued to come in sharp little gasps no matter how hard she fought to control it. “Sorry.”

				Reid lowered his head and rested his bristly cheek against hers. “Shhhh,” he whispered against her hair, enfolding her tightly as though he wanted to wrap around her and never let go. She wished he wouldn’t. “Shhhh.”

				The feel and scent of him helped ground her. Becca let the soothing sounds he made flow over her trembling body, the safety and solidity he offered wrapping around her like a blanket. The stubble on his cheek prickled, but she didn’t care. Every tiny sensation was another reminder that she was alive, that every moment should be treasured.

				After a minute she sucked in a deep breath and tensed her muscles, trying to control the little quivers she couldn’t seem to stop.

				Reid tightened his arms. “No. Just let it roll through you,” he murmured against her ear. “It’ll end faster if you don’t fight it.”

				Her mind was too foggy to analyze his words but some part of her knew he spoke from experience. She nodded, and a small shudder ripped through her, the tremors finally easing once she let herself relax into him and closed her eyes. His clean, masculine scent enveloped her.

				As the last vestiges of fear ebbed she became hyperaware of the hard length of his body pressed against her from cheek to thigh. He was all warm, hard sex appeal, wreaking havoc on her overloaded nervous system. Prickles of heat raced over her skin, tightening her nipples and intensifying the ache between her legs.

				With only a hug, she was a second away from giving in to temptation.

				Shaking her head at him, she released the back of his shirt and started to pull away, embarrassed. “Thanks. I needed that.”

				He held her fast. “Yeah, me too. You scared the hell out of me tonight.”

				Surprised, she stopped and looked up at him. “You didn’t look scared.” He’d been calm, decisive and fully in control. The very definition of a hero.

				He shook his head slowly. “That’s not what I’m talking about. I mean way before I saw you in that car.”

				“What?” How could she possibly have scared him?

				The clenching of his jaw was his only reply. That unspoken tension in his body was more noticeable than ever. At an inch or two under six feet, he still dwarfed her with his size. His broad, powerful shoulders all but blocked the light coming from the hallway. In the faint illumination through the window from the streetlight outside, his dark eyes glowed with hunger. One she wanted desperately to see unleashed. He’d been so gentle with her in the past, but all along she’d sensed something very different beneath his controlled surface. Tonight that dangerous edge was a living, breathing thing inside him. She needed to feel it firsthand. The thought of him taking her fast and rough shortened her breathing.

				Becca yearned to touch him again so badly, stroke and caress the hard planes of his face, soothe away whatever was haunting him. She ached to thread her hands into his hair and press her mouth to his. Though every cell in her body screamed for the contact, the slightly ominous vibe he gave off confused her as much as his withdrawal from her had.

				She found her voice again. “How did I scare you?”

				Rather than answer, he lifted a hand and brushed a lock of hair back from her temple, pausing to trail his fingers over the curling ends. The innocent caress flashed through her heightened body like an electric current. She sucked in a startled breath as sensation shot to her tingling breasts and deep in her core, where a secret ache bloomed.

				His dark gaze never wavered from hers, raging with some suppressed emotion she couldn’t begin to decipher. “Did you kiss him?” he asked softly.

				The abrupt change of subject jarred her, and his proprietary tone made her bristle. After the way he’d treated her, what the hell did it matter to him who she kissed? She raised her chin. “Not that it’s any of your business, but no.”

				“None of my business,” he repeated softly to himself, the underlying threat in his voice sending a shiver up her spine. She opened her mouth to argue, but he continued. “Why didn’t you?”

				“Why do you care?” she flung at him, not bothering to hide the hurt in her voice. A roiling mass of emotions swirled inside her, begging for release. Fear, need, loneliness, anger.

				“Just answer me.”

				Confused, totally off-balance, she stared up into his hard face. “Because I’m not interested in him.”

				Damn it, why was he toying with her like this when he had to know how much she needed him? The last time she’d been alone with him, they’d had their hands and mouths all over each other in that fancy hotel room. Sex with Reid was ten times more intimate than with her handful of previous lovers. He’d patiently guided her through her initial nervousness that first time with him, taking great care to ensure her pleasure. As he had every time since.

				Now he was almost angry about her date, something she didn’t understand, considering how concerned he’d just been. She could practically feel the possessive anger humming under his skin. Despite all the reasons she shouldn’t touch him, the urge to soothe him overcame everything else.

				Before she could change her mind, she reached up a hand to curl her fingers around his solid wrist. His skin was warm beneath her palm, the muscles and tendons in his forearm flexing as he continued to rub the lock of her hair between his fingers. “That answer make you feel better?”

				“No. If you’re not interested, why’d you go out with him?” he pressed, studying the way his fingers played with her hair.

				Becca hid a frown. He’d driven hours to get here from Virginia Beach, so whatever he’d come to say had to be important. What did he want from her? If this was a game he was playing, she’d had enough of it. “Because he asked,” she answered quietly, trying to pull away.

				He didn’t release her. “You go out with every guy who asks?”

				His words hurt, since he of all people knew better. “No, not that I get asked often.” Partly because she didn’t socialize much and partly that men found her unapproachable. Or so she’d been told.

				“I asked you,” he reminded her. “And you kissed me.”

				“Not until the second date.” They’d done a hell of a lot more than kiss that night, though Reid had stopped short of fucking her. Somehow they’d waited almost a month for that. Just remembering their first time together made her body grow warm and weak.

				As though he sensed her thoughts, Reid smiled slightly, the first show of any real emotion since he’d come into her room. A dimple creased his right cheek. “I thought it was worth the wait.”

				Oh, he’d made the wait for everything more than worthwhile. But she couldn’t afford to think about that right now. Stepping back, she folded her arms across her chest and raised an eyebrow. “What are you really doing here, Reid?”

				“I already told you.”

				“That you wanted to talk to me?” She made a scoffing sound, all her emotions boiling to the surface. This confrontation had to happen sooner or later, so she might as well get it over with. The anger was so much better than feeling scared and vulnerable and lost.

				She let it build inside her, all the other emotions consumed by its fire. “You stopped talking to me weeks ago. You didn’t care how worried I might be about you after that crash was reported all over the news. Do you know how scared I was that you were on board that chopper when it went down?” Her voice shook as she remembered the helpless fear. “I couldn’t find out anything about you. I ended up having to call my cousin three days after the crash so he could contact your family to find out if you were even still alive.” That’s when she’d fully realized how little she must mean to him.

				For a split second pain flashed in his eyes, and suddenly she felt awful for lashing out at him. He’d lost a lot of friends that day. “I told you I was safe,” he said gruffly.

				Incredulous, she stared at him. “I hardly think an email a week later as an afterthought saying, ‘I’m okay, talk to you later’ really cuts it in a situation like that. Unless I was only imagining I meant something to you.”

				“That’s not what I said. I told you I’d call you when I got home,” he said softly. “Which I did. And now here I am.”

				Yes, here he was. And now what? She swallowed back the rest of the questions crowding her mouth. “I guess I just never realized we were just a fling.”

				“We were never a fling and you know it,” he growled.

				“Then what were we? If I meant more to you than that, how could you just cut me off all of a sudden?”

				He shook his head, his eyes tormented. “There was so much going on over there, more than you’ll ever know. We lost more than twenty guys on that mission.”

				She knew that. Since the details had been released in the mainstream media despite the uproar from the Spec Ops community, she’d seen every name, rank and face of the men killed that day. The hot bite of anger drained away, leaving her feeling raw and vulnerable. “Were you called out to the…site?”

				“Yeah. I was part of the recovery team.”

				So he’d have seen his friends’ bodies lying amongst the wreckage, all of them burned beyond recognition. He’d have helped put them in body bags for transport back to base. She flinched. “I’m sorry. But I’m glad you’re okay.” At least on the outside he was, as far as she could tell.

				Running her gaze over him, Becca searched for any hint of injury she might have missed. Since hearing about the crash, she’d worried herself sick over him. She’d barely slept until her cousin had called back three days later to say Reid was okay. Her relief had been short-lived, however. From the moment the story broke on the news, she’d known if he was alive he’d be going right back out there to find the Taliban members responsible for shooting down the Chinook.

				She frowned up at him, not having a clue how to gauge his mood right now. “Are you really all right?” As soon as she asked she wanted to roll her eyes at herself because even if he wasn’t, she knew he’d never say it.

				Reid stroked a hand over the crown of her head, down her hair to where it fell past her shoulders. “Yeah. I am now.”

				A thread of alarm skittered through her. That weird undercurrent in his tone, in the silent tension gripping his body worried her. There was something far more serious going on here than him being worried or jealous, or trying to prove a point about her locking her window, but she didn’t know what it was. He was so still and unreadable.

				She pulled back slightly to scan his body again more thoroughly this time, trying to see all of him in the darkness. “Were you hurt?”

				“No. I’m fine.”

				He didn’t feel fine. He wasn’t acting fine. This wasn’t the same man who had turned her inside out with his teasing humor and sinful kisses. The man holding her right now was edgy, maybe even a little dangerous.

				Rather than answer, Reid slipped an arm around her waist and brought her close again, holding her fast as he gazed down at her with that oddly hungry expression. Despite her unease, a hot thrill shot through her.

				When he didn’t offer any further explanation or try to kiss her, she licked her lips nervously and searched for something to say to fill the empty void. It was almost like he was testing her, waiting for her to do or say something. But what? “So you’ve been…overseas this whole time?”

				“Yeah.”

				“In Afghan—”

				“Bec, I want to, but you know I can’t tell you more.”

				It frustrated her, but yes, she knew. She’d known since the night he’d told her he was a SEAL and warned her about what to expect if she wanted to have a relationship with him. But that was back when she’d thought they were actually in one. Although she thought she’d known what to expect when he deployed, the reality had been much harder. She wasn’t sure she could handle more of it.

				Gathering her courage, she set her hands on his hard shoulders and fixed her gaze on the hollow of his throat. “When you stopped contacting me, I thought it was your way of saying you’d moved on.”

				Reid shook his head and leaned down. Becca tensed as his warm breath teased her jaw. His lips brushed the curve of her neck, right where it met her shoulder, making her shiver with a heady combination of nerves and need. This man could tear her up inside. “No way, beautiful. I told you I’d come back to you.”

				The endearment helped take away some of the ache in her heart, but didn’t erase the uncertainty. “So what do you want from me? Sex?” Despite how badly he’d hurt her by shutting her out, she still wanted him. If that was all she could have of him, she’d take it this one last time.

				Reid raised his head slowly and met her eyes, the censure in his gaze slicing into her. “I’ve thought about you every single day since I left.”

				She blinked in surprise. “Then why did you—”

				His thumb swept over her cheek, down to brush across her lower lip, leaving tingles in its wake. “God, I’ve missed you.” The haunted look on his face alarmed her. Something was wrong, and he wouldn’t tell her what it was. Before she could answer, he looked beyond her, gesturing across the room with a jerk of his chin, his expression closed. “That the mirror you told me about?”

				Startled, she followed his gaze to the antique oval cheval mirror she’d bought right after he’d left, set in the corner of the room. A quick rush of heat flowed through her as understanding dawned. He knew what it represented, why she’d bought it. “Yes,” she whispered, her body suddenly empty and aching for him as she realized his intent. At least, she hoped she did.

				Hold me. Touch me. Make me forget.

				He drew a callused fingertip down the side of her throat, over the exposed curve of her shoulder. With him looming over her, she felt fragile all of a sudden. “I’ve been thinking a lot about that mirror the past few weeks,” he continued. “That fantasy you wrote me about. Remember it?”

				Blood rushed to her face, a heavy throb settling between her legs. “I remember.” Like she could forget that X-rated email? Her sex clenched in anticipation at the thought of acting out her explicit fantasy. Of giving herself to him in a way she’d never done for another man but had always dreamed of. Reid was the only man she’d met who made her want to explore her most secret desires. Now he’d saved her and was standing in front of her with all that heat in his eyes…

				Oh, God.

				Swallowing, she tried to slow her slamming heart. His mood and actions all made a strange sort of sense now. Him taking her by surprise when she’d stepped out of the bathroom, being so detached and mysterious about everything. Exactly what she’d described in the fantasy. But she still wanted answers.

				“Why now?” she demanded. There was still so much unresolved between them. Giving up the kind of control the fantasy demanded was risky.

				“I came to see you the first chance I got. I told you I would.” His arm tightened around her waist in a possessive, protective move, stirring up needs she knew she should bury. Dropping his voice to a velvet whisper, he added, “And I didn’t like seeing you with him tonight.”

				Rather than anger her, his admission filled her with a thrill of satisfaction. More heat slid through her, making her knees weak. “That’s a pretty territorial thing for a guy like you to say.”

				“Yeah. You seem to bring that out in me.” Before she could answer he tipped her face up. His deep brown eyes were full of shadows she wanted to wipe away. “When I spent the night with you that first time, I told you what I was, what I did. I’ve never told any other woman that.”

				The implication slowly penetrated her brain. “So…you’re saying you’re more serious about me than the others you’ve hooked up with before? Because that’s not how it feels to me.”

				His eyes narrowed. “It doesn’t feel like I’m serious about you?” One strong hand buried itself in her hair and tilted her head back. “Then how about this?” She gasped into his mouth when his lips covered hers.

				Hot. Hungry. On the edge of desperate.

				She dug her fingers into his shoulders for support as she opened for him, whimpering at the sensual feel of his tongue stroking her mouth, the heady taste of him. Reid kissed better than any man she’d ever been with, and this was one she knew she’d remember for the rest of her life. His powerful body vibrated with suppressed hunger. He didn’t plunge his tongue in and out like he was trying to conquer her; he caressed and seduced, made her ache and strain against him in the most delicious way as she responded helplessly.

				He pulled back far too soon. Her legs were unsteady and she was breathing hard. His eyes bored into hers, burning with heat and something deeper she couldn’t make out. “I’ve thought about you every single day I’ve been gone and every damn time I closed my eyes to grab some sleep when I could get it. I remember every single fucking word you ever wrote to me while I was away, including every single detail of that fantasy.”

				His admission took her breath away. Those hands held her head still, forcing her to meet his gaze. Powerful hands capable of lethal force, yet they cradled her so carefully despite his anger. He’d always touched her with such gentleness. But she’d always wanted to see the other side of him too.

				Frustration pulsed off him. “You thought I’d moved on? Not a chance in hell. I’ve been dreaming about seeing you and doing this for weeks, of making it real for both of us. I want to watch you, feel you give in to whatever I do to you. Sometimes thinking about that was all that got me through the day while I was over there.”

				Her throat closed up at the stark emotion in his voice. Too stunned to speak, she couldn’t reply as vivid images scrolled through her mind: her helpless beneath him while he took her to the brink of madness with his hands, his mouth. The way his muscles would bunch beneath her palms when he at last settled between her thighs and drove his cock into her aching pussy. She wanted that. Wanted him so badly she shook with it. Only she needed it to mean something more to him than fulfilling a fantasy.

				Long fingers slid around her nape, squeezing the taut muscles. “Say yes.” The words held a note of desperate longing that made her heart constrict.

				Swallowing convulsively, she struggled to find her voice. “I…”

				Holding her captive, Reid bent his head and touched his forehead to hers. He lowered his voice to a murmur, his voice a deep rasp of need that scraped over every sensitized nerve ending in her body. “Say yes, Bec. Let me make it real.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Reid’s heart thudded as he awaited her answer. The astonishment on her face made him want to curse. She really had no clue what she meant to him. But she would. By the end of the night, he vowed she’d never wonder again.

				“Tell me what I want to hear,” he whispered against the bridge of her nose, brushing a kiss over the abrasion there. He covered her face with soft kisses, touching every mark on her skin until he reached her mouth, nibbling at her luscious lower lip that glistened with a faint sheen of gloss. She leaned forward and tried to deepen the kiss but he eased his head away, denying her.

				His hands at her back kept her torso tight against him. He itched to run them over all those sweet, soft curves hidden by the folds of the robe. The combined scents of her shampoo and the musky vanilla perfume she wore drove him crazy. He hadn’t been lying when he told her he’d thought of her every day they’d been apart. Over there he’d finally realized that Becca was the only woman he’d ever want to come home to after a mission or deployment.

				He needed this more than his next breath, but she had to put herself in his control first. Something he wasn’t sure she was ready to give, considering how he’d hurt her, though he hadn’t done it intentionally. Unfortunately his explanation wouldn’t mean shit to her until later. Much later, after he’d taken care of the deep hunger that lurked beneath her independent, sophisticated exterior and shown her exactly how much she could trust him with her body and her innermost desires. This time he wouldn’t settle for anything less than everything she had to give.

				And that meant claiming her whole heart.

				Staring up at him with heated blue eyes made even sultrier by her makeup, Becca considered him for several long moments before giving a hesitant nod. “Yes.”

				Biting back a victorious growl, he bent and covered her mouth with his. The kiss was pure hunger and fire. He tangled his hands in the silky fall of her dark hair, fisting them tightly. Becca didn’t hold back. She moaned and sucked on his tongue, rubbing the back of her head against his fists. That proof of how much she loved his show of authority ramped his desire even higher. Reid bunched and unbunched his fingers, giving her more of the tiny burn she craved each time he pulled on the smooth strands.

				Her uninhibited response made the pleasure rage hotter. She gave a soft little mewl and slid her hands over his arms and back, the enjoyment clear on her face. Her fingers kneaded the muscles across his shoulders and down his spine, skimming down to sink into his ass and pull his raging cock tighter against her abdomen. Reid palmed her hip with one hand and kissed her harder, deeper, wanting to bend her over the foot of that four-poster bed and fuck her until she sobbed out his name and exploded around his cock. Only the burning need to fulfill the fantasy stopped him from doing just that. Because something much more critical than satisfying their physical needs was at stake here.

				He had to get in her head, figure out exactly how far she wanted him to push her tonight. What she’d revealed in that naughty email had been one hell of an eye-opener, and the images she’d planted in his brain had tortured him ever since. He’d never realized just how much more she needed from him in bed than he’d given her, or that he didn’t have to hold back anymore. The all-important punch line from her email reverberated in his head, made him break out in a sweat.

				I want you to tie me down and take me. Force me to lose control.

				Holy fuck, did he want that.

				Part of him was still stunned that she craved it though. In his wildest fantasies he’d never imagined she’d be into rough sex, let alone long to give up that degree of control to him during sex. Thinking about it had driven him insane over the last few weeks. He’d kill for another taste of her, for the chance to let the hunger loose. The accident forced him to modify things a little. He wasn’t going to tie her to the bed after what she’d just been through.

				Reid kissed her hard and deep, aching to give her everything she needed. He wanted to watch her surrender, addict her to being dependent on him for her pleasure and cement the bond they’d formed before he shipped out this last time. He wanted to earn the right to a permanent place in her heart, starting now. His fist tightened in the softness of her hair, gently compelling her to arch her neck a bit as his lips traced a path to her ear.

				“Ohhh,” she gasped, rubbing her pelvis against his rigid cock. “Mmm, Reid, hurry.”

				He pushed a thigh between hers and squeezed her ass, forcing her to ride his leg.

				She came up on her toes and held his hips tighter. “Reid…” Her voice was husky, breathless.

				“What, baby?” He whispered it against her parted lips, imagining how good they would feel wrapped around his cock as she sucked him off. While on her knees, hands tied behind her back, those big blue eyes staring up at him, hungry for his pleasure. “You need me?”

				Her grip tightened, the desperate bite of her fingers through his jeans conveying the true depth of her need. “I want you.”

				Good enough for now. “Then come here.”

				Without releasing her he maneuvered her to the foot of her bed and turned her so she faced the tall, antique cheval mirror in the corner of the room. It looked exactly like she’d described it. His pulse thudded dully in his head, the throb in his cock nearly unbearable. Oh, the things he’d do to her. What she’d asked for and then some, because he needed to make her surrender completely. From the day he’d met her at that wedding, he’d known she was different from any other woman he’d been with. Becca was smart. Classy. Confident. And somehow she’d fallen for him, not his Trident.

				Even after finding out what he was, she’d never treated him any differently. He wasn’t a trophy she wanted to show off. She was openly proud of him and genuinely interested in what he did, yet she was protective of his status, too. She asked all kinds of questions and did research on her own, all in an effort to understand him. It amazed him. The way she conducted herself and her work ethic had earned his undying respect. Add in the phenomenal sex, and it was no wonder he’d fallen so hard so fast.

				He watched in the oval shaped mirror as she licked her lips, moistening the full curves in a nervous gesture that belied the wild gleam in her eyes. “Are you sore?” he asked, wanting to be sure she was ready for this. Even if she wasn’t feeling the effects of the accident right now, she probably would in the morning.

				She shook her head slightly. Those plump lips parted in anticipation, her full breasts rising and falling with her rapid breaths.

				Reid pressed tighter to her back, his erection snug against her ass as his arms locked around her waist. “You’re shaking,” he said softly against her ear, loving that she didn’t try to hide what she was feeling. He knew the tremors in her muscles had nothing to do with the temperature and everything to do with the anticipation that had her whole body strung taut. She was waiting, wondering what he would do to her.

				Wondering if he would really make her fantasy come true.

				“Scared, sweetheart?” He couldn’t resist the edge of a taunt.

				Slowly she shook her head again. Reid smiled to himself, watching her eyes in the mirror. She might be nervous about what he intended, about how far he’d push her, but deep down she wasn’t afraid of him. Though he was twice her size and strong enough to take anything he wanted, she had to know he would never hurt her. He’d cut out his heart before harming her.

				He lowered his head and nuzzled her temple to breathe in her heady scent for a moment, letting his breath brush against her ear. “You’re so damn beautiful.” Imagining she might be naked beneath that robe made him want to tear it off her. He could hardly wait to see her lush, bare curves and know she was his for the taking, any way he wanted her. And that she wanted it as desperately as he did.

				She quivered at the deliberately husky, sexual tone he used. “Thanks.”

				Reid trailed his fingertips from the nape of her neck to her waist and around her belly, where she’d tied the robe closed. “But you’ll look even better naked.”

				The pulse in her throat leaped hard against his lips as he undid the knot and pulled the ends apart, slowly, the hushed sound of sliding fabric loud in the stillness. His knuckles barely grazed her skin, skimming across her smooth belly as he drew the robe apart. He made a purring sound when he touched the bare flesh below her navel, fascinated by the goose bumps that broke out across her delicate skin. “You’re not wearing any panties.”

				“No,” she whispered roughly, the excited tremor in her voice telling him she was as into this as he was. Already turned on, and he’d barely started.

				Fuck, that was hot.

				He trailed his fingers back up her midline to part the halves of her robe and drew it away from her shoulders. Fighting to keep his breathing steady, Reid held her gaze in the tall mirror and drew the moment out. Becca stood unmoving in his embrace, allowing him to take the lead, watching him with eyes that seethed with unspoken needs she’d repressed for too long. Desires he was only too happy to reveal and fulfill.

				The soft, fluffy fabric slid down over her skin, revealing the pale slope of her shoulders, the tempting upper curves of her breasts. His appreciative growl echoed throughout the silent room. Her hands curled into fists at her sides, but otherwise she didn’t move. The show of acquiescence sent another bolt of lust through him, because he knew it was just for him.

				He shifted his grip and eased the robe down farther, revealing the glory of her pink-tipped breasts, the shallow indent of her navel in the center of her softly rounded abdomen. Her full, generous curves begged for the grip of his hands, the nip of his teeth before his tongue soothed the sensual little stings. He stilled his palm against her bare midriff for a moment, pressing to calm the nerves he sensed in her while he prolonged the moment a little longer. She stared into the mirror at his hands the whole time, those gorgeous breasts rising and falling with each shallow breath. Finally he tangled his fingers in the folds of the robe to ease it past her hips, pausing there for a long moment before at last exposing the neatly trimmed triangle of dark hair between her thighs.

				Reid hummed against the back of her neck and let the robe fall beyond her rounded thighs, staring at the sight of his tanned hand on her satiny skin. She didn’t squirm or offer a single protest, didn’t attempt to cover herself. Her confidence and complete lack of self-consciousness about her body were refreshing and unbelievable turn-ons. Releasing his grip, the soft material pooled around her feet, leaving her naked body bared to him.

				Reid’s jaw tightened as he took in the magnificent sight of her. Fucking hell, his cock hurt. He rubbed the hand on her belly in a slow circle, the touch at once soothing and possessive. She was his, and he wanted her to feel it in every cell of her delectable body. “You’re so sexy like this,” he whispered against her shoulder. “Know what I’m gonna do to you?”

				Becca’s lashes fluttered, her hard swallow giving him his answer. Oh yeah, she knew how this went. Because he was giving her exactly what she’d asked him for in that email.

				Only, this wasn’t just for her. Being in command gave Reid the control he loved so much, and he wanted to explore just how far he could take her into the heart of her submissive fantasies. Nothing hard-core. This was about power, the wielding and surrendering of it. Becca was a strong, confident woman. To find out her tastes in the bedroom aligned so well with his was an unexpected gift. What else was she keeping from him about her fantasies? He intended to unlock every last one of her secrets.

				“You sure?” He gave her one final chance to back out.

				She gave a tiny nod, acknowledging her acceptance, her willingness to put herself into his care. Something tightened in his chest.

				“Where’s the bag?” he rasped, battling the surge of lust ripping through his body.

				She didn’t pretend to misunderstand him. “In the drawer of my bedside table,” she answered, voice rough with arousal.

				“Stay right here.” He nipped at the back of her neck before covering the small distance to the bedside table. Pulling it open, he retrieved the purple satin bag she’d described in her fantasy. When he glanced back, he found her gaze fastened on it with rapt attention, her little pink tongue once again darting out to moisten her lips. Blood pounded thick and hot in his veins as he turned toward her. He drank in the sensual shape of her body, the dark triangle that covered her pussy. She loved it when he went down on her. It’d been way too long. His mouth watered at the thought of tasting her sweetness again.

				Crossing the hardwood floor to where she waited silently, Reid stepped behind her and crowded tight against her back, touching her from nape to calves. The softness of her curves melded to his body as he drew her tighter into his embrace with both arms around her waist. He prolonged that moment too, knowing she was thinking about what was in the bag and wondering how he’d use it on her.

				“I’m going to make you need it,” he whispered, loving this dark new edge between them. “I want to see you out of control and begging before I give you what you want.”

				A fine shiver wracked her body. Jesus, he was so hard from merely saying the words. What would happen when he put his hands and mouth all over her? Finally slid his cock into her? They’d both incinerate from the heat they’d unleashed. Provided he could hold out long enough to make her come before him this first time, he’d happily go up in flames for her.

				Humming low in his throat, Reid placed a slow line of kisses along her jaw, down the side of her neck. He teased her with his tongue, gliding over her skin gently, the careful scrape of his teeth hinting at the driving lust he was holding back to ensure he gave her what she needed.

				She arched her head to the side with a gasp, demanding more. “Reid, put your hands on me.”

				His lips curved against her neck in a slow smile. “Begging already?” He hadn’t even started playing with her yet.

				“Guess I am,” she answered breathlessly. “I want you so much I can’t stand it.”

				“You’ll have to stand it, because I’m going to make you work for it tonight.” The sensual threat fanned the need raging inside him. He wouldn’t make this first orgasm easy for her, just as he knew she wouldn’t make the surrender easy. The power struggle only made it hotter for them both. Reid kissed the top of her bare shoulder and Becca closed her eyes, leaning back into his strength with a shuddering sigh.

				That show of trust turned him inside out. He layered open-mouthed kisses to the side of her jaw, over her chin to the edge of her lips. “C’mere.”

				Before she could respond, he tugged her backward toward the bed and sat on the edge facing the mirror. He closed his hands around her firm waist and brought her full, naked bottom onto his lap, positioning her ass against the rock-hard ridge of his cock trapped in the confines of his jeans. Breathing fast, she stayed motionless when he placed a firm hand low on her abdomen for a moment then reached between his shoulder blades to peel his T-shirt up and over his head. She made a small sound of need when he tossed it aside, partially twisting in his arms to try and face him. He stopped her by pressing his hand more firmly into her belly.

				“Watch in the mirror,” he commanded softly. He’d give her every last detail of the fantasy she’d laid out, make it as real as he could.

				Tipping her head back to search his eyes for a moment, Becca finally turned to face the mirror. Even in the dim reflection, he could see how tan his sun-darkened hand was against her paler skin. The ridges and contours of his muscles were outlined by the mellow glow of the streetlamp outside her window, as was her softer silhouette.

				The feel of her bare skin and her luscious ass pressed against his groin when he knew what was coming made it hard to breathe. “So pretty,” he murmured, idly tracing the lines of her collarbone with one finger, wandering lower until he teased the tops of her breasts. Her nipples peaked in response. Releasing a breath, Becca squirmed in his lap and arched her back, silently asking for more.

				He smiled against her nape. “Your nipples are hard.”

				Exhaling, she nodded, never taking her eyes off his hands moving delicately across her skin.

				“They need to be touched, don’t they? Squeezed just the way you like.”

				She murmured in response, a sexy little purr that made his cock throb. He knew what she liked because he’d taken the time to find out long before they’d finally slept together. She loved to be touched, craved physical affection with an intensity that had startled him at first. And he also knew how much it turned her on when he talked dirty to her. He’d never been much of a talker during sex before, but seeing how hot it made her, it was quickly becoming one of his favorite things to do.

				Caressing the satin-smooth mounds that quivered beneath his touch, he feathered his fingers just above her nipples and pitched his voice low. “They need my mouth. My tongue stroking them. My teeth.” His words made her tremble, but he kept pushing. He knew she loved the sensual edge as much as he did. “Don’t they?”

				Lips parted, eyes glittering back at him in the mirror, she nodded.

				He couldn’t wait another second. The full globes rose and fell with her rapid breaths, the tips rosy and hard, begging for attention. Poised naked on his lap with her long hair spilling around them and her lips parted like she couldn’t catch her breath, she looked wanton. Erotic. Exactly the way he’d imagined she would.

				“You wanted me to tie you up, and I will, but not tonight. Tonight my hands and voice will be the rope. Understand?” He was relieved when she nodded and relaxed. Reid nipped a tendon at her nape. “Put your hands behind my neck and arch your back. Offer those gorgeous tits to me.”

				The hoarse demand and the way she sucked in her breath made the ache in his cock intensify. Lifting her palms from the thick duvet, Becca did as he’d commanded, raising her arms and lacing her fingers behind his neck. The position held her naked breasts up for his hungry gaze. His hands flexed along the sides of her ribcage.

				Reid hummed in approval, letting his fingertips caress the sensitive undersides of the full mounds. “I imagined doing this to you so many times. Watching your eyes while I do this…”

				He cupped the ample curves, kneading and squeezing the plump flesh while the tips stood at rigid attention. She dropped her head back onto his shoulder and closed her eyes in willing surrender, silently asking him to give her the touch she needed so badly. His heart knocked so hard against his sternum he was sure she could hear it.

				Kissing and tasting her shoulder, her neck, Reid at last brushed his thumbs over the straining peaks. Becca gasped and bit her lip, curling her spine further, trying to press harder into his hands.

				“Relax,” he murmured against her temple. “Lean back and enjoy it. I’ll do everything.”

				She rolled her head against his collarbone, turning to rub her cheek against his shoulder. He responded to her unspoken request for comfort by wrapping his arms tighter around her and laying a tender kiss on the bridge of her nose as he played with her taut buds. Becca shifted on his lap, squirming while he tormented her. Sexy little sighs spilled from her lips, the tension in her muscles growing with each passing second.

				Using the mirror, his gaze fastened eagerly on the tender vee between her thighs as she moved restlessly against his throbbing cock. “Your pussy wet for me?”

				She nodded, her heavy-lidded expression blissful, almost dreamy.

				He almost growled at the sight. “Show me how wet you are.”

				When she didn’t move fast enough, he abandoned her captive nipples to grip the inside of her thighs. The long muscles there tensed for a moment beneath his insistent pressure, then relaxed with a telltale quiver that told him the surrender wasn’t easy for her. He didn’t want it to be.

				Reid barely held back the animal sound in his throat as he parted her, bringing her legs up and out to bracket his until the soles of her feet rested flat on the bed. In the low light the delicate folds of her pussy glistened, all swollen and open for him, her soft thighs spread wide. “Fuck. Look at you,” he breathed, ready to flip her onto her back and mount her, ease the pressure in his cock and the ache gnawing at his gut.

				At his words she shivered and went still, waiting.

				“So wet and ready. Does your pussy ache?”

				“Yes…”

				Under his scrutiny she squirmed again, but he clamped his hands over her spread thighs and held her open, gliding the pads of his fingers up to the sensitive skin at the crease of her hip. “Don’t you move. Stay just like that while I play with you.”

				Her eyes squeezed shut in an almost pained expression when he smoothed his palms up her inner thighs, stopping at the juncture of her groin to let his thumbs sweep over the top of her mound. Close to the edge of her labia, yet not quite close enough to graze the swollen nub peeking out from between her folds. Becca drew in a sharp breath and trembled, watching his hands in the mirror.

				Reid released one leg to grab the satin bag next to him on the comforter. He knew she tracked his every move as he drew out the smooth, bullet-shaped vibrator and its cordless remote control. There was a tube of lube with it, but considering how wet she was, they wouldn’t need it. With his thumb he found the little button on the remote and clicked it on. A quiet hum filled the air as the vibrator came to life. Becca’s breathing sped up, turning shallower.

				He smiled. “I love knowing that you laid in this bed night after night thinking of me while you played with this.” He’d almost come in his pants when he’d read that in her letter, picturing her so clearly as she pleasured herself, fantasizing about him. Now he would deliver that same pleasure in person.

				He held the base of the toy in his fingers and tested the settings on the remote, deciding on one that started at a low intensity and built slowly, holding the strongest vibrations for a few seconds before stopping. It would drive them both wild to watch her struggle for release in his arms.

				“Did you think about us being exactly like this, beautiful?” With one hand holding her left leg open, he brought the tip of the humming vibrator down on the inside of her upper right thigh. Her gasp of delight was music to his ears. He ran the toy gently along the sensitive area to the crease of her leg, right against the dark triangle of curls. “Or maybe you thought about my mouth instead.” Her hands tightened on the back of his neck and he smiled. “Yeah, you thought about me giving you those soft French kisses you love so much all over your pussy.” His tongue sliding slow and gentle all over her.

				Her grip on his neck tightened as she whimpered at the erotic image he painted. “God, Reid, do it…”

				He chuckled softly. “I bet you thought about my tongue a lot, didn’t you? Licking your clit.” He grazed the edge of her open labia with the vibrator, turning his head at the last second to swallow her tormented cry with his mouth. Hungry little sounds came out of her while their tongues danced together. Reid deliberately slowed the kiss down, loving her uninhibited response as he caressed her tongue with his and rubbed the toy ever so gently against her open folds. When he broke the kiss she was panting, her eyes heavy-lidded and drugged with pleasure.

				He fucking loved seeing her this way—so helpless, needing him with every fiber of her being. Because he needed her that way too. Something he’d only fully realized when he’d found out about her going out with another man tonight. The thought of any other man touching her made him half-crazy.

				Tonight he’d make sure his touch was the only one she’d ever crave again.

				He kept the softly humming vibrator against her slick flesh, just enough to tease, never enough to satisfy. “How did you please yourself? Did you rub your toy all over your pussy just like this? Nice and slow, making your clit hard and tight?” He did just that, sliding the edge up one side of her labia, down to her opening and up the other side toward her clit, carefully avoiding the tiny bundle of nerves. Becca mewled and twisted in his arms but kept her hands locked behind his neck and her body open to him.

				His heart pounded. Oh yeah, she definitely loved it when he talked dirty to her. “Or maybe you slid it inside you and squeezed those tight little muscles around it, wishing it was my cock instead.” He slid the tip of the vibrator into her slick channel, growling in approval when she spread her legs open farther, the muscles in her thighs straining to hold the position. Lost in her need and allowing him to see it.

				He brought his free hand up to cup and caress her breast, tugging lightly at the distended nipple. She shuddered, moaned his name.

				“You imagined it was my cock fucking you,” he pressed. “Didn’t you?”

				“Yes, oh God, please.” Her voice was breathless with longing.

				“Please what?” He fucked the toy in and out slowly, enjoying every sound he pulled from her, the fine sheen of perspiration that slicked her smooth skin. “This?” Easing the toy from her snug pussy, he slid it through her drenched folds, up to the swollen bud at the top of her sex. He circled it carefully, barely grazing the edges to build her need even higher, then slid it down to plunge into her again. Becca arched with a helpless cry, the sound so full of desperation his cock flexed in frantic outrage. She was close now. Another pass of the vibrator against her clit and she’d come apart.

				But that was too easy. They both craved more. Wanted this to last.

				Leaving the vibrating bullet embedded inside her, he found the remote next to his hip and changed the setting to a low buzz. Becca trembled in his grip, gasping. He kissed her again, absorbing her sensual moan when he made love to her mouth and pulled the vibrator free to re-trace that torturous path up and around her clit. She was shaking now, little quivers of excitement she couldn’t control, her skin covered with that sexy glaze he wanted to lick up.

				Rolling and tugging her nipple with his other hand, he sucked at the side of her neck as he teased around her clit, then pulled away when she threw back her head and let out a low, throaty cry. The raw need in it made the hair on his arms stand on end.

				“You’re not going to come until my cock’s buried inside you,” he warned, pushing the toy back inside her tight pussy, the lust fueling the dominance inside him.

				Becca groaned in disappointment, earning a dark chuckle from him. Her arms quivered, her fingers digging hard into his nape. She had to be uncomfortable in that position by now, yet she hadn’t complained. Though the evidence of her desire to please him by obeying his command turned him on, he didn’t want her suffering even a little discomfort that might dim the pleasure he gave.

				Reid raised his hips, pushing his painfully swollen cock against her round ass. He’d never been this aroused in his life. “Feel how hard you make me? I can’t wait to slide my cock into you.”

				She turned her head to look up at him. Her eyes were wild with lust, her cheeks flushed, lips shiny and swollen. She held nothing back, letting him see all of her need. “I want to suck you,” she rasped unsteadily. “Taste you.”

				He almost came in his jeans at the ragged plea in her voice. “No. I want to fuck you until you come this first time.” He wouldn’t last five seconds with her luscious mouth wrapped around him.

				“Then hurry, please. I need you right now.” She leaned up to lick his lips then slid her tongue into his mouth and sucked at his.

				Reid groaned and grabbed a fistful of her hair, reveling in the luxury of her rendered so completely vulnerable in his arms.

				Turning off then ditching the toy on its satin bag, he replaced it with his fingers and pressed inside her. The feel of her drenched, silken pussy closing around him was torture. Becca gasped into his mouth and began pumping her hips, eagerly taking the relief he offered.

				“You’re so hot, so wet, baby,” he murmured in awe.

				“It’s you,” she insisted breathlessly. “You do this to me. I thought about this so many times. Oh God, I love the way you touch me and tease me…” Her words drifted off into a low, sensual cry that caused an answering tug low in his belly. Her hips rolled in a slow, sexy rhythm that matched the slide and retreat of his hand. The soft, slick sounds of his fingers fucking her added to the heat. “Please take me. Please make me come. Please, Reid.”

				Reid closed his eyes and rested his cheek against hers. She begged so sweetly, just as he’d known she would. “Sure about that? I’d love to keep playing with you a while longer.”

				“No! God, I can’t take any more, just—please, I need to feel you inside me.” Her voice rang with frustration.

				The band across his chest tightened at her naked plea. “All right.” He worked his fingers in and out of her slick pussy, carefully gliding over her sweet spot with every pass, soothing her tender flesh while he covered the side of her face with gentle kisses. “Tell me what you like, beautiful.”

				“W-what?” In the reflection he watched her eyes flutter open. They were dazed, blind with pleasure and need. The desperation stabbed him even as it made the lust burn hotter.

				Keeping the gentle pace with his fingers, he sucked on the sensitive spot where her neck joined her shoulder. “Tell me how you want it, what position feels best.”

				“From behind,” she answered instantly, her voice strained. “I want it from behind.”

				The words, the primal image they created, pushed him to the edge of his control. His low, primitive growl filled the room.

				Withdrawing his fingers from her clinging warmth, Reid gripped her waist with both hands and raised her up as he shifted out from beneath her. His cock was ready to burst from the thought of fucking from behind, plunging into her waiting pussy. When he spoke this time his voice was as rough as hers. “Then get on your hands and knees.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Spoken in that deep, dark voice, Reid’s low command made Becca shudder in desire. Her arms and legs quivered slightly from the strain of holding that erotic pose for so long, but she did as she was told and crawled up the bed, positioning herself on all fours facing the mirror. She barely recognized the woman staring back at her.

				With her cheeks flushed and her hair tumbled in disarray around her naked shoulders and breasts, she looked flat-out sexy. Wanton. The heavy throb between her thighs made her nipples tighten painfully. She was beyond the ability to think straight. Reid had taken her sexiest fantasy and added a dark edge that was more erotic than anything she’d ever experienced. Her absolute trust in him and the need to attain his approval gave her the courage to bend to his formidable will. This was for him as much as it was for her. She wanted to please him with her submission.

				“That’s right,” Reid murmured in approval when she settled into place and met his gaze in the mirror. The mattress dipped as he moved in behind her, a wall of shadow outlined by the faint light from the hall and the watery glow from the streetlamps outside.

				Without warning, he brought the flat of his hand down on the cheek of her rear in a light tap. More of a firm caress than a smack. She gasped in surprise and raised her hips, wanting more heat, craving more of that rougher touch. Spanking hadn’t been part of her fantasy, but with Reid she could get on board with the idea really fast.

				He gripped her hips tightly and wedged his knees between hers, pushing outward. “Spread your legs wider.”

				Her pulse drummed in her throat. Feeling exposed and not giving a damn, she drew a breath and eased her knees farther apart, breathless with anticipation. The realization didn’t embarrass her in the least. Reid made her feel safe even as he stripped her of her inhibitions and pushed her to let go completely. Their fledgling relationship might have its problems, but in this she knew he would give her everything she needed and never use it as a weapon against her.

				His warm hands smoothed gently over her lower back, over the curves of her rear in an almost reverent way. Her pussy squeezed around the empty ache inside it. A soft sound escaped her as she waited for him to ease the torment and stroke her there again. Her body was alive with sensation, hungry for the pleasure and affection he lavished on her. The way he touched her reassured her that she mattered to him in a way that words never could.

				The crinkling of a condom wrapper broke the silence. Becca licked her lips and tried to watch what he was doing in the mirror, but Reid’s motions were concealed behind her as he rolled the latex on. She wished she could see him, take his cock in her hands and mouth. Her inner muscles squeezed at the thought of his hard length filling her.

				One strong hand wrapped around her hip, holding her steady, then the blunt head of his cock grazed the tender skin of her inner thigh. She swallowed a “please” at the heat of him as he brushed the tip up the back of one thigh to her buttock, rubbing across the tender valley between her cheeks to the other side and back down again. Her legs began to tremble, the anticipation heightening every sensation as she waited to see what he’d do next. The scent of soap and male musk surrounded her.

				Reid’s breathing was harsh as he leaned over her, the bite of his long fingers into her flesh telling her how great his own need was. Yet he maintained full control. He’d given her so much pleasure already; she wanted to do the same for him. She loved how readily he’d drawn this experience out for them both. It gave her time to drift in sensation, letting the desire build in ever-intensifying waves.

				Finally he settled the wide head of his cock at the opening of her sex, branding her with his heat. Becca lost the ability to think and the will to keep her eyes open. Her lashes fluttered down, the sudden darkness allowing her to luxuriate in every single sensation. The smooth softness of the comforter beneath her palms and shins, the cool air brushing against the wet, open folds of her pussy, the warmth of Reid’s body as he blanketed her back. A gentle rain pattered against the roof and window, mixing with their uneven breaths and the pounding of her heart. She sighed in pleasure and bowed her head, eagerly awaiting the moment when he chose to fill her with his rigid length.

				A hand tangled in her hair and tugged sharply. Her eyes flew open, struggling to focus in the dimness. The dominant message of the gesture melded with the bite of pain, flooding her with sensual heat.

				“Watch us,” he commanded in a low voice. “Watch me fuck you.”

				Becca raised her head. In the mirror Reid’s shadowed expression was almost feral with lust. A quiver sped through her muscles. His fingers stayed locked in her hair with a firm grip, holding her right where he wanted her. Staring back at her in the mirror, his eyes were filled with molten heat. The blunt head of his erection pressed more firmly against her wet opening. She mewled softly and rocked back to meet the intrusion, trying to force him deeper, but Reid didn’t release her hair.

				Panting, she gave in and went still. “Please…”

				“I’ll give you what you need,” he said in a low, silky voice, “but not yet.” His free hand slid over the slope of her left buttock, the slightly roughened skin of his palm creating a cascade of sensation as it traveled up her ribs before he reached around to cradle her aching breast.

				“Mmm,” she purred, struggling to keep her eyes open.

				“I know how much you love it when I play with your nipples.” He squeezed and kneaded the plump mound, rolled and pinched its throbbing center until streamers of pleasure zinged to the aching bud at the top of her slit. All the while he teased her with the head of his cock, lodged just barely inside her. Every inch of her sizzled with electric tension.

				He leaned in close to kiss the side of her jaw, holding her gaze in the mirror. “Look how sexy you are. All open and ready.”

				She nodded—she couldn’t help it—and pressed backward, desperate for deeper penetration. Anything to ease the empty, unsatisfied ache inside her.

				The clever fingers tormenting her nipple paused to tweak its twin then slid down the center of her body to frame the pulsing bud of her clit. He stroked the flesh around it, making the pulses of sensation so intense she almost couldn’t breathe. A low growl of satisfaction rumbled up from the depths of his chest. “So perfect, baby.”

				The pads of his fingers brushed the edge of the slick bundle of nerves. She wriggled and arched, pleading for more. The build-up had been sexy as hell, but now he was edging into the realm of torture. And yet knowing she had to wait made it hotter somehow. Part of her never wanted this to end, while another demanded release. When he gave her clit another languorous caress, she fought not to struggle in his grip. Her orgasm was right there, so close. She could come with just a bit more pressure.

				The demands of her body won out. “Oh, God… Please, I can’t stand it.”

				She felt his smile form against her neck. “Can’t you?”

				“No.” She’d do anything. Anything if he’d just let her come.

				“Then say what you need.” The sharp command jolted her.

				“Your cock,” she panted, not in the least embarrassed that he’d reduced her to begging. This was even better than she’d imagined it would be. “I need it.”

				In answer he pressed a few inches deeper inside. An agonizingly slow penetration that was too much and yet not enough. She groaned in frustration and tried to buck her hips, but he held her fast.

				“No, you’ll take it slow,” he bit out, voice ragged with the effort of maintaining control. “Slow and steady until I’m buried all the way inside you and you can’t breathe without needing to come.”

				The sensual threat only made her wetter.

				That heavy, stretching pressure went on and on as he worked his cock into her, forcing her to feel every nuance of his possession until the pleasure licked at her like tiny flames. When he was fully embedded, he delicately grazed the edge of her clit with the pad of one diabolical finger.

				“Reid!” She threw her head back, eyes squeezed shut against the sensual agony. She bucked in his hold, trying to shove back onto the thick cock impaling her. She needed more. To be fucked harder. Nothing had ever felt this good. Every nerve ending sizzled.

				Reid stilled her frantic efforts with an unbreakable grip on her hair and a forearm around hip. His finger withdrew from her clit, leaving her hanging on the precipice of a cataclysmic orgasm. The air sawed in and out of her lungs. Her skin was slick with perspiration, every muscle bowed taut under the strain. A keening sound slipped past her lips, equal parts frustration and disappointment.

				“Shhhh. Hold on, baby.”

				Becca swallowed and let her head sag between her trembling arms. She understood what he wanted. He was completely in control of her pleasure. If she wanted to come, she had no choice but to yield to his demands and let him take her over the edge when he chose.

				Tonight my hands and voice will be the rope.

				Taking a deep, shuddering breath, Becca forced her body to relax and surrendered to his mastery.

				* * *

				Poised above her when she exhaled that shaky breath, Reid felt the change in her immediately. Her straining body trembled beneath him for an instant, then quivered and went lax. Giving in to him completely.

				The surrender, the open vulnerability in that submissive pose brought every protective instinct he possessed roaring to the surface. He released his hold on her hair and swallowed hard, awed by how far she was willing to place herself into his keeping. Knowing she trusted him that much moved him deep inside, touched a place he hadn’t even known existed.

				When he kissed her temple, her soft whine almost undid him. He stroked an unsteady hand over the silky fall of her hair, ignoring the painful throb of his cock. The need to reassure and soothe her was eating him alive. He never wanted to let her go.

				“Reid,” she whispered raggedly, reaching a hand up to grasp his forearm.

				“Got you.” It was all he could force out of his tight throat.

				With one hand anchored beside her head, he placed the other between her shoulder blades. Exerting gentle pressure, he forced her upper body down toward the mattress. She murmured low in her throat and obeyed. Her cheek touched the bedspread, her long lashes casting shadows across her cheekbones. A shaky sigh escaped her parted lips, the muscles in her back and legs vibrating with repressed need.

				With her head tilted to the side, he smoothed his palm over her back in reassurance. “That’s right, baby, relax. Give in to it,” he soothed in a rough voice, rewarding her with unhurried sweeps of his hand up and down her spine, giving her time to come down from that sharp edge.

				Becca exhaled slowly, a tiny ripple moving through her body. He memorized the sight of her like this. In her everyday life she was utterly confident and in control. Fiercely independent. Seeing her this helpless, all shields down as she submitted to him so completely, almost threw him over the edge. Knowing she’d never let go like this for anyone but him filled him with triumph.

				“There,” he whispered against her shoulder when she’d relaxed fully. Totally open to him, letting him do whatever he wanted. Her body was primed to explode, waiting for the right caress that would hurl her into oblivion. His cock throbbed mercilessly, a constant reminder he had to stay in control to ensure her pleasure.

				Fighting back the need to pound into her snug pussy, he spent a few minutes stroking her hair and raining tender kisses over her jaw, her face. The struggle to master his need cost him, but Becca was worth the pain he suffered. She responded to his efforts by tipping her face toward his mouth, wordlessly asking for more while her body moved in a sensual, rippling motion.

				“Mmm, Reid…” Her voice held a drowsy, almost drugged edge. Despite the outward sign of her yielding, she rocked her hips toward him ever so slightly in a silent plea for completion. For release. Something he was dying to give her.

				He withdrew his cock part way then thrust forward gently. The low, erotic moan she made had him shaking. “You like that?” he managed, fighting not to grit his teeth at the exquisite agony running through him.

				“Mmm-hmm.” She licked her lips and sighed, eyes remaining closed while her body quivered on the edge of orgasm. Her expression was that of pure bliss.

				That hard edge inside him demanded he keep pushing her. “You love it that I’m bigger than you, don’t you? That I’m stronger. You love knowing I could do anything I want to you right now and you couldn’t stop me.”

				She gave a hesitant nod, breathing fast.

				The tiny acknowledgement soothed the primal part of him even as it threatened the last of his control. It made him so hot to know Becca loved it when he got physical like this. Her pussy was so wet, the tiny muscles caressing him with each stroke. He knew the words would drive her even higher. “You love it when I’m rough. Because you know damn well I’d never push you further than you’re willing to go.” He spoke in a low voice against her ear, wrenching a quiver out of her. “Don’t you.” It wasn’t a question.

				She swallowed convulsively, forced a nod of acquiescence.

				“Say it.”

				“Yes.” Her voice was barely audible above the blood roaring in his ears.

				He scraped his teeth over the sensitive spot beneath her earlobe, where her pulse throbbed hard and fast. “Say the words.”

				“Yes, I love it. I want more.”

				“Why?” he demanded.

				Becca licked her lips. “Because I need you and trust you,” she whispered hoarsely.

				Yes.

				He closed his eyes, savoring the victory he knew it was. A deep growl of satisfaction rumbled up from deep in his chest. Gathering the last bit of control, he forced the words out. “I’m gonna make you come so hard now.”

				Before she could answer he grasped her hip with one hand and started in with a slow, sensuous rhythm. His other hand slid down her hair, over her shoulders and spine to dip around and tease the satin-soft skin of her belly. Her hips lifted automatically, taking his cock deeper into her clinging warmth, her trembling thighs parting wider.

				Reid clenched his jaw at the proof of her eagerness, watching his cock slide in and out of her, coated with the shimmering juices of her arousal. “Your clit ache?”

				Her cheek rubbed against the covers as she nodded. “Hurts. I need to come. Please let me.”

				Ah, baby. “I will.” He caressed the carefully trimmed curls shielding her sex with his fingertips. She was drenched, more than ready to come, her hot flesh swollen and slippery.

				Becca’s spine arched. She made a soft, choked sound and bit her lip, her eyes squeezed shut as she reached for release.

				Reid leaned down to nip at her mouth, forcing himself to keep talking when all he wanted to do was snarl and plunge into her. “No. I want to hear how good it feels when I fuck you and rub your clit.”

				Her lips parted, her soft mouth opening on a tremulous cry of need. The sound echoed deep inside him, wrapped around his heart until he thought it might burst.

				“Yeah,” he rasped against her ear, fucking her deep and slow, keeping pace with his fingers caressing her taut bud. “Just like that, beautiful. More.”

				He could feel the muscles of her pussy flutter around him, the catch in her breathing telling him she was right on the edge. Grazing his teeth across her shoulder, he nipped where it joined her neck. A little more pressure against her clit, and her plaintive moan turned into a wail.

				Oh, fuck yes.

				Reid wound his free hand into her hair, fisted in it to anchor her in place against the bed. The move rendered her powerless against his strength and the hard stroke of his cock into her pussy, forcing her to feel every single thing he did to her. He pressed his fingers carefully against her vulnerable nub, giving her the pressure she craved but letting her grind into his touch in whatever way felt best for her.

				The tenuous hold of his control began to fray at the wild sounds she made. The breath shot in and out of his aching lungs. “All of you. I want all of you, Bec.” The words were husky, desperate with lust, but they were the truth. Somehow he had to hold off until he made her come undone completely. She owned him, body and soul. He needed the same in return.

				His cock moved slickly within her pussy, rubbing over every pleasure point with each gliding stroke. She was so tight around him. Holding his shaft in a jealous grip. He fucked her with firm thrusts, tender and steady while he pushed her response higher.

				“Oh, God…oh, Reid—”

				Let go, he willed her fiercely, watching in the mirror as her face contorted with wild pleasure.

				Her clit twitched between his fingers. Her inner walls tightened. Becca’s shriek of ecstasy morphed into a sobbing scream. The muscles of her pussy squeezed hard around him. She threw her head back, her spine arched in a taut bow as the release finally tore through her.

				With a strangled roar, Reid let himself go. He slammed into her from behind, hips slapping against her ass while she bucked in his grip. He savored every exquisite, excruciating thrust. The pleasure licked across his skin, burning him alive from the inside out as he exploded. Pulse after agonizing pulse ripped through him, leaving him exhausted and trembling.

				When he could at last open his eyes again he looked down at where his cock was still buried inside Becca’s willing body. His fists were clamped so tight around her hips he knew he’d leave marks, and part of him reveled in the knowledge. He uncurled his hands and caressed the red imprints with apologetic fingertips. Hating to move but wanting her to be comfortable, he gently withdrew from her warmth and stroked a soothing hand over her lower back. It took several deep, slow breaths to get his respiration under control. Without him supporting her, Becca collapsed onto her belly, as though her legs couldn’t hold her up anymore.

				Almost afraid of what he’d see in her eyes after what they’d just done, he crouched over her vulnerable form and brushed back the damp hair that had fallen over her face. His heart clenched when he saw the tear tracks marking her cheeks. Murmuring soft words of comfort, he covered her face with tender kisses. It awed him that she’d let go that far. Being able to bring her down slowly from that high with kisses and caresses filled him with an aching tenderness he’d never felt before.

				Drawing in a shaky breath, she finally opened her eyes to look at him. Her tentative smile squeezed his heart. Her expression was filled with wonder as she raised unsteady fingers to caress his bristled cheek. Reid let out the breath he’d been holding and turned his head to kiss her palm. If she could touch him so lovingly after what they’d just done, there was still a chance for them.

				“I missed you so goddamn much,” he whispered, shaking his head at what an idiot he’d been. If he’d died over there, she never would have had a clue how he felt about her.

				Her expression went blank with surprise for a moment and when she spoke, her response did nothing to ease his anxiety. “If you missed me so much, why did you cut me off like that all of a sudden? You hurt me.”

				The pain and utter bewilderment in her voice sliced into his gut. She deserved an answer, no matter how pathetic it might be. He propped himself up on an elbow beside her and ran his other hand over her hair. “I’m sorry I hurt you.” God, he was sorrier than he could say. “Things were moving so fast between us before I left. When you hit me with that email it floored me. I realized just how into you I really was.”

				Her dark eyebrows drew together. “You’re saying I scared you away with a sexy email?”

				He grunted, offended that she would think so little of him. “I don’t scare easy, beautiful, so no. I guess in a way I was trying to protect you. We don’t have much privacy over there, and I didn’t want anyone else reading those intimate things you wrote.” Murphy had caught the first few lines before he’d kicked him out of the tent and threatened to cut off his balls if he breathed a word of Becca’s email to anyone. Murph had given him a hard time about it at every opportunity since. Not that Reid cared. He could take the ribbing; he just wanted to make sure he never did anything to break Becca’s trust. But he’d wound up doing exactly that without intending to, hadn’t he?

				“And here I thought you’d be bragging about it to all your buddies,” she said wryly.

				Though he knew she was teasing, he frowned in outrage. “Fuck no. That’s private, between just you and me, and it’s no one else’s business. I didn’t respond afterward because for the next couple of days we were busy doing missions, always in and out with not much time to sleep, let alone send emails. And to be honest, I didn’t know what the hell to say to you anyway.”

				She gave him a look that said he must be stupid. “How about something as simple as ‘I’m thinking of you’ or ‘Miss you’?”

				Yeah, he should’ve at least said that much. Jesus, how could he make her understand? He stroked his thumb across her cheekbone in silent apology. “Right after that, everything went to hell over there.” He’d lost many friends that terrible day, men he’d considered brothers.

				Her expression softened, the beautiful crystalline depths of her eyes shadowed with empathy and a hint of fear. “I know. God, Reid, you don’t know how scared I was that something had happened to you. I was frantic after that story broke.”

				He nodded. “I’m sorry for that too.” Without a doubt she’d been glued to the news, desperate for information about him. He felt badly that she’d had to find out from someone else that he was okay.

				She was incredibly smart, and the SEAL books he’d seen in her bookcase earlier told him just how seriously she took learning about what he was and what his job entailed. At first he’d assumed all her questions to him about being a SEAL had been out of mere curiosity, but now he realized it was much more than that. As soon as the news about the chopper crash had broken, she’d have known he’d be out there hunting the cell that brought the Chinook down. How could he possibly make her understand the way he’d felt then?

				“We went out as soon as we heard the news,” he continued, “and they kept us pretty busy for a few weeks afterward. When we got back to base I didn’t much feel like talking to anyone. Not even my family. I just kind of withdrew, wanted to be only with my teammates because I knew they got me in a way no one else ever could. I can’t really explain it any better than that, but can you try to understand why I felt that way?”

				After studying him thoughtfully for several seconds, she nodded. “Okay. Yeah, I think so.”

				Tension he hadn’t even realized he held suddenly released from his shoulders. He hadn’t expected her to be this understanding so quickly.

				The brush of her thumb over his lower lip brought his gaze back to hers. Her eye makeup had smudged at some point in their lovemaking. Even with the black smears under her eyes and the mascara trails her tears had left on her cheeks, she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Her warmth and kind heart ignited a fierce ache in his chest.

				“So…what now?” she whispered, tracing delicate patterns over his bicep with a fingertip.

				“Now I hold you all night long so I can wake up beside you and make you melt all over again.” With her beside him in the bed he could finally settle into the deep sleep his body had been deprived of for so long. Though he had more to say, he didn’t think she was quite ready to hear the rest of it yet. And frankly, he wanted more time to figure out how to word it. Morning would come soon enough.

				Her face brightened. “You can stay?”

				He smiled at her excitement. “Until the end of the weekend. Maybe even longer, depending on our training schedule.” They’d been worked hard these past few weeks. The higher-ups would give them more downtime if they could. “But I’ve got until at least Monday morning with you.”

				And then what?

				She didn’t say it aloud, but she didn’t have to because he knew that’s what she was thinking. They both were. If they moved forward, being part of his life wouldn’t be easy. And sometimes it would be damn hard on her. Thankfully she didn’t press the issue, and he was glad because he didn’t have all the answers. There were no easy ones anyway. He just hoped she was willing to give them a shot long-term so he could have a chance to show her he was worthy of her. He’d never let her down again. He just had to figure out a way to convince her of that.

				“Reid?” she whispered a few minutes later.

				He kissed the top of her head, drowsy and contented with her snuggled close in his arms. Holding her after that round of mind-blowing sex soothed him on every level. He’d imagined it a thousand times after leaving her all those weeks ago. “Hmm?”

				Her fingers stroked the pads of his pecs. “That was really, really good, by the way.”

				The comment startled a chuckle out of him. “Yeah, for me too.” He’d never experienced anything so hot in all his life and planned to give her a lot more of it this weekend.

				“I’ve got other fantasies, you know. Secret ones I’ve always wanted to try but never had the guts to tell anyone. Until you.”

				Fuck. Was she trying to give him a heart attack? “I can’t wait to hear them all.” And then make every last one of them come true. His mind reeled at the possibilities.

				He looked down just in time to catch her satisfied smile as she closed her eyes. “Thanks for coming here tonight instead of just talking to me over the phone.”

				“Couldn’t have stayed away if my life depended on it.”

				The little smile she gave him suddenly faded away. She opened her mouth to say something else, then stopped and traced her fingers beneath his eye. “You must be so tired.”

				“You worried about wearing me out? Don’t be. Go ahead and say whatever it was you were about to.”

				She shook her head. “It can wait ’til tomorrow. But I’m glad you’ll be beside me all night. I feel safe with you here.”

				God, she completely melted him when she said things like that. “You are safe, Bec.” He gathered her closer, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

				She sighed against his chest, her breath warming his skin. “And thanks again for saving me.”

				He could feel her need for him, in every touch, every word she spoke. And that made him the luckiest bastard on earth. Grinning, he kissed her temple. “Anytime, beautiful.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Standing at the stove the next morning, Becca rolled her head around to ease some of the stiffness from her tender muscles. Her shoulders and neck were tender, and she was a bit sore where the seatbelt had snapped across her chest and right collarbone. Thankfully her face wasn’t bruised from the airbag, just sore. Talking to her father, however, wasn’t helping her relax any.

				Holding her phone to her ear with one hand, she checked to see if the crêpe pan was hot enough yet. “I know, Dad, but I’m okay. Really.”

				“We’re both worried as hell about this, Bec. Do the police have any leads?”

				“I don’t know yet. But you don’t need to worry. I’m handling it, and I’ve got Reid here.”

				Her father sighed, never a good sign. “How well do you know him, Bec? I’m sure he’s a wonderful guy, but your mother and I can be there in a few hours—”

				“Dad, he’s in the military.” She purposely left out the detail about him being a SEAL. “Believe me, he can take care of me.”

				“For how long?”

				The question put an unexpected lump in her throat. She cleared it. “For the next few days. I’ll call you if I need you, okay? I just wanted to call you and let you know what had happened. I’ll update you when I hear something from the police.”

				He was silent for a few seconds. “All right. Take care of yourself, huh?”

				“I will. Love you.”

				“Love you too.”

				Disconnecting with a sigh, Becca laid her phone on the counter and got busy stirring the thin batter. Adding a ladle of it to the sizzling pan, she tipped it with a practiced hand. With a flick of her wrist she swirled the thin batter into a perfect circle before setting it over the low flame to cook. While it set up she stirred the homemade raspberry purée she’d just finished and added a touch more icing sugar. Once the crêpe was ready she flipped it over, gave it a minute on that side and then added it to the finished stack on the plate next to her elbow. The tangy-sweet scent of the ripe berries mingled with the vanilla she’d added to the crêpe batter, making her mouth water.

				After turning off the element, she brushed a stray wisp of damp hair from her eyes and collected the dishes and silverware. Reid had been fast asleep when she’d slipped out of bed and crept downstairs for a quick shower in the guest bath before starting breakfast. She hadn’t wanted to risk waking him while she called her parents. She hated withholding information from her parents, let alone the police. The information and vague description she’d given them last night wasn’t exactly awesome. All she really wanted to hear was that they’d caught the assholes.

				Should she have told the police about her suspicions last night, despite David’s warning not to? She’d been ready to tell them everything when David had given her that unreadable look. Now she regretted her decision. And she definitely should have told Reid, though in the aftermath of the accident she’d badly needed the escape he’d provided her last night. They’d both been exhausted, and she wasn’t one hundred percent certain the accident had to do with the file. Part of her wanted to confirm it officially before she dragged Reid into this mess. But she had to come clean. After breakfast she’d tell him everything and go from there, then turn the thumb drive over to the police.

				Becca rubbed the stiff muscles at the back of her neck. Having experienced firsthand how fleeting and fragile life really was, this morning she was counting her blessings. She was alive and safe, practically unharmed when it could have been so much worse, and the man she loved was back in her life. With any luck Reid would still be asleep when she went back upstairs so she could surprise him with breakfast. Spending a lazy and rainy Saturday with him, mostly in bed, was exactly the kind of therapy she had in mind. With Reid by her side she was probably safer here than anywhere else, and there was still a tiny part of her that hoped the accident was exactly that. Nothing had happened after Reid had driven her home from the accident site, so it was possible she wasn’t in danger anymore.

				She smiled to herself as she pulled a serving tray from the granite island. Part of her still couldn’t believe he’d been there to rescue her last night. Held safe in his arms all night, she’d slept right through without any bad dreams about the accident. Waking up this morning to find his face so close to hers as he slept, her heart had turned over in her chest. It scared her a little. Was she asking to be hurt again by trusting him?

				Him cutting contact had wounded her deeply, yet after he’d explained his reasoning she’d somewhat understood why he’d done it. Hard as it was to accept, his job meant there would be things he couldn’t share with her. Wouldn’t, even if he could. It made her wonder if she had the strength to go ahead with this, though the truth was she didn’t have much of a choice. Her heart belonged to him.

				Whatever hardships lay in store, it was up to them both to make their relationship work from here on out. He had to try just as hard at that as she did. Something she needed to make clear to him today, because while she understood operational security to some extent, she wouldn’t stand for being shut out like that again.

				Once all the crêpes were ready, she ate a couple of them and cleaned up the dishes. Reid was still upstairs. Pulling one of her grandmother’s china plates from a cupboard, she filled four of the remaining crêpes with the purée and topped them with a big dollop of homemade Chantilly cream. A few fresh raspberries with a drizzle of purée on top finished the presentation. She added a large mug of coffee with cream to the tray and tiptoed up the stairs, making sure to miss the squeaky step three stairs from the bottom.

				At her bedroom door she paused and let out a slow breath, willing her racing heart to slow down. The thought of confronting Reid about the way things stood between them and sharing the news about the file had her all tangled up inside, but it had to be done. Honest and clear communication took effort by both parties, and that had to be established right now if this relationship stood any chance of carrying forward.

				Carefully pushing the door open, she stepped inside and took a peek at the bed. The drawn white wooden blinds kept the room mostly in shadow, but hints of the gray midmorning light seeped through around the edges. The rain had died down overnight, now a gentle patter on the roof. Reid was stretched out on his stomach fast asleep, dark hair falling across his forehead. His face was turned toward her, revealing the dark stubble she’d felt last night covering his cheeks and jaw, his throat. Those gorgeous full lips were parted slightly, his broad back rising and falling with his deep, even breaths.

				Her heart squeezed as she watched him. He was obviously exhausted, and God only knew when he’d last had a decent night’s sleep. Though she’d been up since six, she was hesitant to wake him. He’d been sleeping for a good seven hours now, and he had to be hungry. She could feed him and make him go right back to sleep. Right after she tired him out with a shattering orgasm and cuddled up with him again. A rush of heat gathered between her thighs at the thought.

				Setting the tray carefully at the foot of the cream-colored bedspread, she gathered the hem of her thigh-length pink satin robe in one hand and climbed onto the bed. The mattress barely moved under her weight, but even that small disturbance was enough to wake him. Reid’s dark eyes snapped open, finding and focusing on her in less than a second. That razor-sharp alertness softened into a sleepy smile when he saw her.

				“Morning,” she whispered, crawling closer to stroke the hair away from his forehead. “Still tired?”

				He snagged her hand, brought it to his lips for a slow, seductive kiss. His mouth was hot against her skin. “What time is it?”

				“Almost eight.”

				He raised his head and stared at the bedside digital clock in surprise. “It is?”

				“Yeah.”

				He ran his gaze over her face. “How are you feeling?”

				“Not bad, just a little stiff and sore in my neck and shoulders. I took a hot shower and some ibuprofen, so it’s a bit better.”

				With a satisfied rumble, Reid rolled to his side and reached for her, drawing her into the circle of his arms. She nestled in against him, savoring the beat of his heart beneath her cheek and the hard muscles surrounding her. He nuzzled the top of her head, all that masculine power transformed into a lazy sensuality that created a delicious throb in her core. “Something smells really good.”

				“That’d be your breakfast.”

				“You brought me breakfast in bed? You’re gonna spoil me if you’re not careful.”

				“That’s my plan.” Though she didn’t want to move away from his arms, she also had the overwhelming urge to take care take of him. “You hungry?”

				He pulled back a few inches to look into her eyes. “Starving.” The sudden leap of heat in his gaze sent a sensual shiver down her spine.

				She smothered a laugh. “Let me feed you first.” Before they got carried away and forgot the breakfast she’d made him. She sat up to grab the tray.

				“Mmm. Crêpes?” He licked his lips.

				“With raspberry filling. Do you like them?” There were still so many things she didn’t know about him. She looked forward to finding out every little detail she’d been curious about, learn all his quirks.

				“Love ’em. Are they homemade?” He sounded impressed.

				“They are. With love.”

				His eyes twinkled, raking over her appreciatively. “All this and you can cook too?”

				She resisted the urge to laugh. “Guess you’ll find out once you taste them.”

				He took the steaming mug she offered him, hummed in appreciation when he took the first sip. “Cream, no sugar. You remembered.”

				“I’m good with details.”

				“Doesn’t surprise me, considering your job.”

				Her fingers froze around the fork for a second. He’d just given her the perfect opening to talk about what had happened, but she hated to ruin this tranquil time they’d carved out for themselves. It would all be there waiting for her after he ate.

				Cutting a bite of crêpe, she neatly spread the whipped cream over it and held it close to his mouth. Reid swallowed another sip of coffee, took her wrist in a gentle grip and leaned toward the fork. His gaze held hers as he parted his lips and accepted the morsel, making her nipples go hard against the slippery satin covering them. She wanted to feel that wicked mouth sucking the throbbing peaks. God, he was a sensual man.

				A deep, approving groan rumbled up from his chest as he chewed the mouthful, his eyes heavy-lidded with pleasure. A rush of blood centered in her clit, making her pussy tingle and swell. Becca shifted on the bed, struggling to keep her libido under control. The man tempted her naughty side without even trying.

				“Oh, damn that’s good,” Reid murmured, licking his lips.

				Fascinated, she watched his tongue pass over his lower one, catching a tiny bit of raspberry sauce. She almost leaned down to lick it up herself. Instead she cut another bite and offered it to him.

				He stopped her with a gentle grip on her wrist. “Have you eaten?”

				“Downstairs earlier.”

				He searched her eyes a moment, as though trying to decide if she was telling the truth or not, then released her. She brought the fork to his mouth again, enthralled by the sight of the food disappearing between his lush lips. Lips that had lavished her with kisses and plenty of deliciously naughty words while he brought her hottest, most erotic fantasy to life. He hadn’t been much of a talker in bed before last night, but wow. She’d never known she could get that hot.

				Reid seemed to truly savor the meal as he ate, as though he relished all the different flavors on his tongue. Maybe it did taste that good to him, considering he must have been eating a lot of MREs in the field. “You didn’t have to make me breakfast,” he said quietly between bites, gazing up at her with slumberous eyes.

				“I wanted to.” She needed to take care of him in whatever way he’d allow her to, and since coddling a man like him was totally out of the question, she’d have to settle for little gestures like this. It was part of the way she expressed her love.

				She smiled ruefully when he took the fork away from her. “Control freak.”

				“Yeah,” he agreed with a slight grin. “And you love that about me, especially after last night.”

				Well, he certainly had her there.

				Becca watched him eat the rest of the crêpes in silence while the rain fell soothingly on the roof, surrounding them in a cozy cocoon. When the food was gone he took one last sip of coffee before taking the tray from her and leaning over the side of the bed to set it on the floor. When he turned back to her, his eyes smoldered with unmistakable sexual heat. “That was amazing. Now come here and let me thank you properly.”

				“You don’t need to thank—”

				“Bec. Come here,” he said softly, reaching a hand out to her.

				Just the way he said it in that dark, velvet voice turned her on. Smiling, she scooted forward until she kneeled next to his hip and leaned forward. Reid curled a hand around her nape and kneaded the tense muscles as he drew her up to meet his kiss. She moaned softly at the pleasure/pain of his grip, matching the slow, tender stroke of his lips and tongue. He tasted of coffee and sweet raspberries. His magical fingers massaged all the tender spots while he kissed her, making her go weak and pliant. The unhurried, sensual kiss lit up every nerve ending in her body. Her breasts ached for the feel of his hands, for his mouth sucking the tender centers. Her sex swelled and throbbed, needing to be filled.

				She cradled his cheek with her palm, rubbing against the bristly haze of stubble. The other slid around the back of his head into the softness of his hair, rubbing his scalp as she pressed harder against his hot, sculpted chest. Reid growled in response, stroking her tongue more firmly. Panting, Becca pulled away to stare at him. He was breathing hard too, his ripped chest and stomach exposed by the sheet lying around his hips. The thick ridge of his cock strained against the restrictive covering, making her mouth water. She had to taste him, make him as wild as he’d made her last night.

				She curved her hands around the tops of his shoulders and pressed down, telling him to stay still. Rather than fight her, Reid flashed a sexy little smile and lay back against the pillows, allowing her free reign to do whatever she wished. She hardly knew where to begin.

				She explored every ridge and hollow of his defined upper body with her hands. As a SEAL he had to keep in prime condition, but seeing all that honed muscle up close did things to her libido. She didn’t think she’d ever get tired of the view. His skin was almost hot to the touch, his muscles humming with raw power that he worked constantly to maintain. His discipline awed her, as did his commitment to staying in the Teams. Very few men ever made it that far.

				She swallowed, staring at her fingers as they trailed over the contours of his pecs. “Sometimes I can’t believe you’re real,” she whispered.

				A guttural growl answered her. “It makes me so fucking hard when you look at me like that.” His voice was rough, heavy with arousal.

				Through the sheet she wrapped her hand around his swollen cock, squeezing him until he inhaled. Starting at his neck, she kissed her way down his body, nipping beneath his ear gently, loving the way he tipped his head back and tangled his fingers into her hair to hold her closer. She licked over the prickly spot her teeth grazed, soothing the tiny sting before she nibbled her way toward to his collarbone. She kissed a path along each roped arm and across his chest, licking the taut beads of his nipples, nuzzling the thick pads of muscle as she went. Her hand slipped beneath the sheet to lightly graze the length of his straining cock, the skin silky smooth and hot beneath her palm.

				Reid remained silent as she explored, gently running his fingers through her hair. When she looked up and met his molten stare, a bolt of heat raced through her body. He wanted her badly and didn’t even try to hide it.

				Gazing up at him, Becca kissed and nibbled each ridged muscle on his belly, following the thin, dark line of hair to where the edge of the sheet lay. With her hand caressing his erection ever so softly, she took the edge of the sheet between her teeth and drew it downward. Slowly, torturously, watching his dark eyes the whole time. They practically glowed in the dimness, the only hint of strain in his expression the tightening line of his jaw.

				Becca slid the sheet down to his heavy thighs, exposing the flushed, rigid length of his cock. It flexed under the weight of her stare, as if reaching toward her. She licked her lips in anticipation and shifted down to snuggle between his legs. Tucking her hands beneath his hips, she bent her head and rubbed her cheek against the hot shaft. Reid hissed in a breath and tensed. His fingers bunched in her hair, pulling slightly at the strands. The tiny bite of pain only turned her on more. She inhaled his musky male scent deeply, adoring the feel of him and how he let her draw out the moment for them both.

				Moving slowly, she pressed tiny kisses along the shaft all the way to his balls, where she lightly flicked her tongue. A low sound of pleasure came from his throat. Encouraged, Becca licked her way up to the wide head and tongued the tender underside, watching his reaction. Reid’s stare all but burned her, his fingers exerting just enough pressure on her hair to keep her in place but not enough to hurt. Holding his gaze, she parted her lips and took the taut head into her mouth. She hummed in pleasure at the feel of him and the warm, salty flavor on her tongue, then began to suck.

				Reid moaned and closed his eyes. His fingers relaxed their grip on her hair, sliding over her scalp in a seductive caress. He petted and stroked while she worked him with her mouth. The rain pattered against the window, creating a languorous atmosphere.

				He tasted warm and salty, a bit tangy. Delicious. Becca let her lids drop down to better enjoy the sensual experience, feeling like she was moving through thick, warm honey.

				“Baby, yeah,” Reid groaned a moment later, lifting his hips to push deeper into her mouth. “Suck me just like that. Feels so good.”

				His words make her inner muscles clench in an agony of anticipation. She ached to feel the thick length in her mouth plunge into her empty pussy. The urge to slide a hand between her thighs to take the edge off was almost overwhelming.

				“Stop,” he ordered roughly.

				Reluctant to stop, she opened her eyes and released him, still tasting his salty tang on her tongue. “I want to make you come.”

				“Not yet.” His jaw was clenched tight, nostrils flared. “Turn around and slide your hips back up here first.”

				She blinked, eyebrows hiking up as heat flooded her cheeks. He wanted her to sit on his face?

				Impatient, Reid caught her wrist and tugged, pulling her to her knees. “Do it. I want to go down on you while you suck me.”

				God, she loved it when he talked dirty like that. With any other man she would have balked at the lascivious act in the light of day, but the thought of a sixty-nine with him was enough to make her insides melt. The way he pushed her boundaries was sexy as hell, something she’d never experienced with anyone else.

				Another tug. Firmer this time. “C’mere.” His eyes all but glittered with longing.

				Unbelievably turned on yet blushing so hot she could feel the heat all the way down to her chest, Becca swallowed and edged closer.

				Out of patience, Reid seized her hips and hauled her up toward his face as he lay down flat. “Turn around,” he growled softly, pulling her robe off and tossing it aside.

				Trembling, she did as he commanded, thankful she’d just showered so she was nice and clean everywhere.

				“God, you’re sexy.” His wide palms stroked over the flare of her hips and waist as she kneeled beside him. Then he paused to reach up and cup her breasts so his fingers could play with her hardened nipples. She sucked in a breath and closed her eyes, melting in helpless response.

				“C’mere.” He tugged backward on her hips, his velvet-rough voice coaxing her to give in.

				Exhaling slowly, Becca parted her trembling knees. How did he push her past her inhibitions so easily? She raised one leg, sliding it over his neck to rest her knee beside his head. Reid hummed in approval and pulled her into position with firm hands, his hot breath bathing her swollen flesh. She shivered as moisture slicked her folds. Reid released one of her hips to glide his palm down her spine in a slow, soothing caress that swept over her buttocks.

				“That’s it. Lean down.” His palm pressed between her shoulder blades, pushing her upper body forward into position. She exhaled and turned her attention to the rigid length of his cock awaiting her lips instead of thinking about the way her tender bits and pieces were on display mere inches from his face. God, the view she was giving him right now was enough to set her face on fire. It was also incredibly hot.

				The muscles in her thighs quivered with tension as she leaned down to grasp the thick length of his cock in one hand and opened her lips around the velvety head. His murmur of enjoyment increased the melting heat between her legs, though she waited to lower her hips to his mouth. Before she could move, Reid lifted his head and placed a slow, intimate kiss against her open folds. She hissed in a breath around his erection and froze as searing pleasure swamped her veins.

				A ringtone went off somewhere in the room and she only distantly recognized it as her work phone. The normally cheery bells clanged like gongs in the quiet room. Already lost in sensation, she blocked out the offensive noise. After a few more seconds, the bells stopped when her voicemail picked up, allowing her to focus completely on the delicious treat she was sampling and the erotic glide of Reid’s tongue between her legs.

				Another hungry growl vibrated against her core, then his tongue settled over her clit. Her knees wobbled, but his strong hands were there to hold her up, turning her on even more. While she struggled to breathe, he swirled the flat of it over her aching flesh with soft, languid strokes, like he was lapping up melting ice cream. She squeezed her eyes shut and fought to stay still, barely able to maintain the rhythm of her mouth while she sucked him. In the quiet between them, every sensation seemed multiplied. Her hard nipples brushed against his ridged abdomen, adding another streamer of heat to the inferno gathering inside.

				Reid hummed in pleasure as he enjoyed her, his tongue like velvet against her thrumming clit. Her hips rocked involuntarily, seeking firmer contact. Without stopping what he was doing, he ran his hands across her lower back, over her buttocks and down the backs of her thighs. He stroked his fingertips up over the curves of her rear and finally into the valley between her cheeks, caressing every inch of that forbidden place until she was moaning around his shaft and panting for breath.

				She’d never had a lover so uninhibited or focused on pleasing her. He made her feel beautiful and cherished, that nothing was off-limits if it pleased her. The warm, patient tongue on her clit told her just how much Reid enjoyed what he was doing to her. When two of his long fingers eased into her soaked channel to stroke the pulsing glow inside, Becca released his cock and let out a choked cry, stunned by the intensity of the sensation careening through her. Her legs began to shake uncontrollably, the muscles straining to hold the unfamiliar position.

				“Reid,” she whispered, getting desperate as the pleasure mounted, reaching back to palm his head and bring him tighter against her. She was so turned on that she didn’t care anymore about having her ass practically shoved in his face.

				In answer, he stopped licking her and raised her hips away from his mouth, ignoring her pleading whine as he pushed her upward. “Slide my cock inside you.”

				Panting with arousal, Becca climbed off him on shaky legs and lunged across the bed to grab a condom from her nightstand drawer. Her clit throbbed like a separate heartbeat. Turning back to Reid, she found him watching her with a predatory stare, one fist wrapped around his cock. Her pussy squeezed as that strong hand stroked upward, drawing a pearly drop of fluid from the tip.

				As though he knew exactly how turned on she was, Reid smiled in invitation, his lips shiny from her juices. “Come up here and take me.”

				He didn’t have to ask twice.

				She rolled the condom onto him and straddled his hips. Reid growled in approval and cupped her breasts, playing with the nipples as he leaned up to meet her hungry kiss. Their tongues danced in a lazy, erotic dance that had her shaking, the tangy taste of her arousal filling her mouth. She rose up and grasped his hard length in one hand then lowered herself onto the thick tip. Reid’s head fell back against the pillows as she took him into her body, his lids lowered in bliss. She sucked in a breath at the sensation. She felt so full and swollen, utterly feminine and beautiful.

				Reid’s eyes glittered up at her. “Ride me,” he bit out, tweaking her nipples.

				Overcome with lust, Becca began to rock, savoring every moment of being impaled on his erection. With every down stroke she leaned forward to rub her aching clit against his body. Pleasure licked over her skin wherever they touched. Reid’s breathing grew rougher, the muscles in his neck and shoulders standing out as she pushed him toward the brink. She loved how he let her watch him this way. Adored that he could be the dominant lover of her fantasies one moment, then let her take control and allow himself to be vulnerable to her as well.

				The pulse in her clit expanded, melding with a deeper pleasure each time his cock slid over the bundle of nerves hidden against the back of her pubic bone. The tension coiled ever tighter until she was greedy for release. God, she needed to come.

				Those damned bells went off behind her again. Becca felt like snarling at the phone. She was too overcome with sensation to care who was on the other end. Her whole body was wound tight, every muscle pulled tight from the ever-expanding pressure inside her. Her pussy was stretched and filled in the most delicious way, warmth sizzling along every nerve ending. She barely noticed when the phone fell silent again, focused solely on the pleasure that was so intense it threatened to make her scream.

				As though he sensed just how close she was, Reid slid a hand between them to gently play with her clit. He gazed straight into her eyes while they both gasped and groaned and strained toward release. His fingertips caressed that slick knot of need while his cock hit the aching spot inside her with every luscious stroke. The pleasure magnified even more, building the flames higher.

				Unable to keep her eyes open, Becca flung back her head and cried out as the waves of ecstasy crested then finally crashed over her.

				“Fuck,” Reid growled, his hips arching into her as she came. He slammed up hard inside her clenching pussy while the orgasm rippled through her. She forced her eyes open just in time to catch the exquisite agony on his face as his erection jerked inside her and he pumped his release into the condom.

				She was still catching her breath when he smiled up at her and drew her down into a long, sensuous kiss, holding her tight against his heart. Boneless and replete, she draped herself over him and fell straight to sleep.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Crouched behind the boxwood hedge next to the back door, Carter strained to hear any sounds coming from inside. The woman had taken a tray of food upstairs not too long ago, but he hadn’t wanted to risk being seen if she suddenly came down again. His cell phone suddenly buzzed in his pocket. He ignored it. After a minute it buzzed again.

				I’ll go in and get it when I’m goddamn good and ready.

				He’d done plenty of B&Es in the past. He wasn’t going to risk being caught just because the person who’d hired him had a bug up their ass about this job. It wasn’t his fault the wreck last night hadn’t killed the targets.

				The phone buzzed again, an angry, annoying insect that set his teeth on edge.

				Biting back a curse, Carter pulled it out to find not a text from his current boss, but a message from Kevin.

				Have computers. Flash drive downstairs in her office. Meet u in 10.

				Well, at least something was going according to plan. No word on whether or not the accountant was still alive now that Kev had paid him a visit and taken the computers from his place across town, but at least he’d found out where the flash drive was. Carter hoped that meant Kev had only left the guy bleeding and beaten rather than dead, since the last thing they needed was to worry about being up for murder charges. Now the only remaining link to the file should be in the woman’s office. If he could slip in, grab it and get out undetected, the job was done. He’d rather not have to shoot her, but that was entirely dependent on how the next few minutes went.

				Slipping the phone back into his pocket, he pulled his hoodie further up over his head and crept silently toward the door. Thankfully none of the neighbors were up yet, at least as far as he could tell. He’d planned to be in and out a long time ago, and her early-morning venture into the kitchen had forced him to wait out here in the cold drizzle. His palms were sweating lightly as he slipped the Leatherman tool into the back lock, praying she hadn’t set the perimeter alarm last night when she’d come home with that guy. Big dude who looked like he could do a hell of a lot of damage in a fistfight. He was still inside with her. Carter had no interest in tangling with him. He had to make this quick.

				Keeping his movements slow and steady, he picked the lock and eased the back door open a few inches. No beeping, no indication he’d tripped an alarm sensor. Breathing a little easier, he eased off his wet shoes so he wouldn’t leave any tracks on the floor and stepped inside, shutting the door silently behind him.

				He could see the office doorway from the kitchen. Since Kev had said the flash drive was there—he didn’t want to know how he’d gotten the accountant to talk—and the desk seemed like the obvious place to look, he’d start there first.

				Not taking any chances in case someone came downstairs before he could get out, he drew the pistol from his waistband and thumbed off the safety, the little click loud in the quiet. He took a cautious step toward the office.

				A long, low moan from upstairs made him drop to a crouch and freeze. His heart hammered as he waited there for long moments, head tilted slightly as he tried to figure out if anyone was coming down the stairs.

				Another throaty, female sound, this one so obviously sexual it sent a shock of awareness throughout his body. He grinned in amusement and relief. If they were getting busy upstairs, that would likely give him at least a few minutes of uninterrupted search time.

				Carter rose from the floor and continued through the kitchen toward the office, his grip tight on the pistol. Just in case.

				* * *

				Becca cracked one eye open when Reid gently eased away from her and sat up. “What time is it?” she mumbled, pushing the hair out of her face.

				“Almost nine. Sorry I woke you.” He ran a hand through his bed-head hair, his biceps and chest flexing with the movement. Even rumpled and in serious need of a shave, the man was pure, raw sex.

				Realizing she was staring, she gave herself a mental shake. “It’s okay, I need to get up anyhow.” She dragged herself out of the warm cocoon and entered the bathroom, where she shut the door for some privacy and tidied up.

				When she came out a couple of minutes later in her robe, he was putting the clothes he’d tossed onto the floor neatly into a duffel he must have brought upstairs with him last night. She drank in the sight of him standing there naked and comfortable with it, all that pure masculine power on display for her appreciative gaze.

				“Can I grab a shower up here?”

				“Sure, help yourself.” She stepped aside to let him pass, liking the thought of him in her bathroom and making himself comfortable in her space. It was too much temptation not to steal a peek at the way his naked ass flexed as he walked into the bathroom. For a moment she thought about joining him in the shower then decided against it—if she did, she knew they’d wind up having sex in there and then right back in bed afterward. She had things to do, like have “the talk” with Reid, check in with the police and see how David was doing. For that, she needed to be dressed.

				Stifling a yawn, she crossed to her closet. She rubbed at the back of her neck and the tops of her shoulders as she perused the hangers, aware of the lingering tenderness in her muscles. The impact had jarred her worse than she’d realized last night. Funny it hadn’t bothered her during sex, she thought with a grin.

				After dressing in jeans and a comfy black turtleneck, she took her work phone from its charger and checked the call log, frowning when she saw the last number. Apparently it had been David calling her both times while she’d been engaged in illicit acts with Reid.

				Pushing aside her annoyance at how he’d behaved during and after the crisis last night, she played the message he’d left her.

				“Becca, it’s David. If you’re there, please pick up.”

				The urgency in his voice shot through her like a lightning bolt.

				On the message a few seconds later when she obviously hadn’t answered, David gave a tight sigh. “I just got home from the hospital, and they’ve trashed my place. Everything’s destroyed.”

				Becca’s eyes widened as her hand tightened on the phone. Someone was still after him? She could hear the faint sounds of him moving through the rubble.

				“Christ, they’ve stolen my desktop and laptop.” A tense pause, and she could all but feel the alarm crackling across the line. “Look, I know they’re targeting us.”

				The word “us” echoed in Becca’s ears. Holy. Shit.

				“I think you need to get out of your place, just in case. If I’m being paranoid then fine, but at this point I don’t think so. Take the flash drive I gave you and get out, just until the police can make sure everything’s—”

				His voice cut off so suddenly she thought he must have hung up, but a split second later she heard him yelp. The clatter of his phone hitting the floor rang in her ears. Then he screamed. In fear. And pain.

				The hair on her arms stood up. She listened in horror as grunts and the sickening sounds of flesh hitting flesh filled the line. David’s terrified screams raked down her spine, detonating in her skull like a bomb.

				Becca blanched, her stomach pitching. With the sounds of his anguish and terror ringing in her ears, Becca ran for the bathroom. “Reid!” she cried as she threw the door open.

				Standing beneath the spray, he whipped around at the alarm in her voice. “What?”

				“It was David—they’re beating him!” She thrust the phone at him, heart racing frantically.

				Reid shut off the water and grabbed it from her. His expression went blank with shock as he listened.

				“I’m calling 911.” She grabbed the flash drive from her dresser, stuffing it into her front pocket as she ran from the room and tore downstairs, intending to grab the cordless phone in the kitchen. Even if she didn’t know David’s address, surely the dispatcher would be able to look his information up and get him help. Guilt swamped her. That last call had come in almost an hour ago. What if she was the only one who knew he’d been attacked and no one had come to help? He might be dead because she hadn’t answered.

				Heading for the phone on the kitchen counter, she caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of her eye. Stilling, she glanced over her shoulder and froze. She watched, paralyzed, as a shadow moved beyond the office doorway and materialized into a man’s silhouette.

				Becca whirled around, a scream trapped in her throat. The intruder’s broad shoulders all but filled the doorframe, blocking the light from the transom windows flanking the front door.

				Blind terror stole through her. Her eyes locked on the deadly black gun in his grip. Tearing her gaze away, she looked up into his pale blue eyes. A distant part of her brain flashed back to last night, when that car had pulled up beside them. He was the passenger. There was no doubt.

				She couldn’t move. Could barely breathe, her heart slammed so hard.

				He waved the muzzle of the gun at her. “Give it to me,” he ordered quietly.

				She stared back at him in disbelief, trying to process what was happening.

				“Give me the flash drive,” he growled menacingly, aiming the pistol at her chest.

				All her attention fixed on the black hole at the end of the barrel. The sickening realization penetrated that he would actually kill her over the flash drive. She would not die because of this. Becca pulled it out of her pocket. Her fingers twitched as she ordered her arm to lift so she could hand it over. Something stopped her. What if she handed it to him and he shot her anyway? She’d seen on a news piece about what to do during a mugging. Throw whatever the person was after as far away from you as possible, and run like hell.

				Without hesitation, Becca wheeled around and hurled the flash drive across the other side of the living room with all her might, praying it would buy her time to escape. It hit the opposite wall with a thud as she turned on her heel and lunged for the staircase, every instinct ordering her to get away. On rubbery legs she tore up the stairs, screaming Reid’s name in warning.

				Behind her she distantly heard a muffled curse and the intruder’s pounding footsteps as he retrieved the flash drive.

				“Reid!” she yelled again, his name ripped from her tight throat. Her heart felt like it might explode.

				She was only on the fourth step when Reid burst through the master bedroom door. Fully dressed and wearing a frighteningly cold expression, he raced past her with a pistol in his hands.

				She instinctively flattened herself against the wall as he flew past, torn between the drive to run and fear for his life. “No, he’s got a gun!” she shouted desperately, her shaking knees threatening to give way. Ignoring her warning, Reid raced through the kitchen. Legs wobbling, she followed as fast as her uncooperative muscles would carry her.

				The back door slammed open. She only caught a glimpse of Reid as he disappeared through it in pursuit. Oh God, what if he got shot going after that guy?

				Forcing back the debilitating fear gripping her, Becca snatched the phone from its base and ran after him in her bare feet.

				* * *

				Carter sprinted headlong across the slippery grass in the backyard, cursing himself for pausing to shove his feet back into his shoes. That decision had cost him precious seconds and now things were turning ugly. That big bastard was pounding after him, eating up the distance like an Olympic sprinter. Carter could hear his pursuer’s every step, coming closer and closer no matter how hard he ran. And Carter was fucking fast.

				He leaped up and caught the top of the wooden privacy fence, swinging up and dropping over the other side. The guy was already less than ten steps behind him, vaulting the eight-foot fence like it was nothing more bothersome than a speed bump. Who the fuck was he? A cop?

				His shitty-ass luck that he’d break into a house with a pissed-off cop in it.

				He tore through the next yard and cut between two houses to a footpath. His shoes thudded on the damp pavement. He could already feel the prolonged sprint starting to take its toll. But he didn’t dare slow down. All he had to do was maintain his lead a few more blocks. Kevin would be waiting at the prearranged pick-up spot and get him the hell away from here.

				The man was close enough now that Carter could hear him breathing. The hair on his nape prickled. He couldn’t get caught. With his long rap sheet, this latest incident would land him in jail. No way could he handle that.

				The gun pressed cold and hard against his spine. Carter didn’t think the bastard chasing him would stop even if he drew his weapon on him. Given his obvious training, it might just get Carter killed. If Carter shot first and hit him, chances were he still wouldn’t get away. Assault with a deadly weapon was a charge that even his grandfather—a former D.A. who still carried a lot of weight in Virginia’s legal world—couldn’t make go away.

				You want to go to jail for real?

				He risked a glance over his shoulder. The big bastard was even closer, only a couple steps behind. Carter had to do something. He hesitated only a moment before reaching back for his pistol, fumbling to grab the grip from his waistband while he ran.

				That tiny shift in momentum slowed his stride enough to cost him the precious lead he’d held. Only steps from the corner where Kevin was supposed to meet him, his pursuer plowed into his back with the force of a Mack truck. They hit the ground with a bone-jarring thud that knocked him senseless for an instant. Carter’s weapon went flying, clattering across the wet sidewalk as he lay sprawled face-first on the road.

				Shaking off the impact, he frantically tried to throw the big bastard off him, but the guy was built like a fucking tank. Carter snarled as the guy grabbed his hands and wrenched his arms back, damn near popping his shoulder joints from the sockets. Yowling in rage and pain, he could only flop around a little when he was pinned face-down on the cold pavement, his arms held in a painful, unbreakable grip. Shit, shit, shit.

				“Move again and I’ll break your fucking arms.”

				Carter had no doubt he would do it. Reluctantly going still, he bit back a sharp retort and fought back the dizzying wave of fear threatening to take him under. He was in so much shit. No way he was getting out of this one. He was going to wind up locked in a cell, spending every day trying to avoid being beaten and raped.

				The throaty roar of a car engine started up nearby. He raised and turned his head a fraction to see Kevin’s black muscle car parked just down the street. For a moment, hope flared. Then Kevin hit the gas and peeled the car around in a hasty U-turn before squealing away, leaving only the scent of burning rubber behind him.

				His heart sank.

				Abandoned to face the consequences alone—for now—Carter swallowed as the bitter taste of fear coated his mouth.

				* * *

				The discipline Reid’s training had drummed into him was the only thing that stopped him from snapping the asshole’s arms as he pinned him flat to the ground.

				“Who the fuck are you?” he snarled, shifting his grip to frisk him with one hand. No ID on him, but there was a phone in his back hip pocket and a small, hard lump in his right front pocket. Reid pulled the flash drive out and set it on the ground beside them. Between it, the phone and the weapon, he hoped whatever forensic information they contained would give the cops plenty of evidence to nail this bastard.

				The kid was maybe in his late teens or very early twenties. And though Reid could tell by his pale face he was clearly terrified, he wouldn’t answer. At least his weapon was safely out of arm’s reach, lying on the sidewalk a few yards away. Seeing it spiked Reid’s rage all over again. This guy had broken into Becca’s house and threatened her at gunpoint. That alone was enough justification for Reid to break a few of his bones. Her terrified screams had turned his blood to ice. For those few seconds before he’d seen her in the stairwell he’d thought for sure she’d been hurt, maybe dying.

				Shoving the anger aside, he held the kid’s arms behind his back in a brutal grip, the angle awkward enough to hurt like hell. He considered yanking him to his feet and frog-marching him to the nearest house, but a few people were already coming out onto the street, watching in concern.

				Reid met one man’s shocked gaze. “Call the cops,” he called out.

				The man nodded and hurried inside.

				“Fuck,” the kid muttered under his breath, lying his cheek down against the pavement in defeat.

				Yeah, not so brave now that his buddy had left him behind. “Why did you break into the house?” Reid demanded, giving the guy’s arms a little shove that made him howl and bow upward in a futile effort to relieve the pressure.

				“Not. Saying. Anything,” he panted through gritted teeth.

				The kid had obviously been arrested before and knew how to play the game. It only disgusted Reid more. This whole situation was fucked up. “Just so you know, if you’d drawn that SIG on me, you’d be dead right now.” Reid would have shot him without hesitation the instant the kid’s weapon had cleared his waistband. And what a shit storm that would have caused for him and his career.

				The kid stonewalled him, staring across the street.

				Cursing silently, Reid had no choice but to hold him in place and wait for the cops.

				“Reid!”

				He looked over his shoulder to see Becca trotting toward him bare-footed with a phone clenched in her white-knuckled hand. Her face was pale, her chest heaving from either fear or the run, and her jeans were torn along the inside of one leg as though she’d snagged them on something. Jesus, had she scaled the fences trying to follow him?

				“Are you okay?” she asked. Her anxious eyes scanned the length of him before she darted a frightened glance at the man Reid pinned to the ground.

				“I’m fine. You?”

				She gave a shaky nod and stayed where she was, obviously not wanting to get too close. Not that Reid blamed her. “He was the passenger in the car that hit us last night,” she said in a rough voice.

				Reid’s hands tightened around the guy’s wrists. He’d wondered about this being connected to the crash. Part of him had already been certain of it because it was just too much of a coincidence otherwise. Hearing it from Becca was another thing entirely. He could kill the bastard for the part he’d played in the crash last night. “You pathetic son of a bitch,” he growled at him. He had to push out a slow, deep breath to regain control before he dared look at Becca again.

				She glanced down at the phone in her hand with a kind of blank expression, as though she’d forgotten she was holding it. “I…I’m too far away from the house. It won’t work,” she said apologetically, her voice much too hoarse for his liking.

				Shit, she was scared to death, yet she’d run after him all the way here despite the danger, just to make sure he was okay. “Bec, it’s fine. Don’t worry, it’s all under control now.” He knew the driver wouldn’t be coming back for his buddy.

				Right on cue, the man across the street stepped onto his front step. “The police are on the way. Should be here within a minute or two.”

				Reid nodded. “Thanks.”

				“Let me up,” the kid snapped.

				“Shut up and lie still,” Reid ground out, upping the pressure on his wrists. The kid blanched and froze.

				When Reid looked up at Becca again, she’d wrapped her arms around herself and was staring with an almost haunted expression at the man who’d held her at gunpoint. He wanted to hold her so badly his muscles were rigid. “Bec, go home and lock the door behind you, then set the alarm.” Why the fuck hadn’t he insisted they set the alarm last night? This would never have happened. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

				Meeting his gaze, she shook her head slightly. It made him even angrier to know she was afraid to be alone in her own house because of this piece of shit he held, but maybe it was better this way. There was at least one other person involved in all of this. Until the situation was resolved, Reid would feel safer if Becca stayed close to him.

				She licked her lips, her gaze moving to the flash drive lying beside them. “That’s what he wanted. It’s why they ran David and me off the road, and why they attacked him this morning. Did you kill him for it?” she demanded, a quiver in her voice as she stared holes through the man beneath him.

				The guy didn’t answer, just kept his gaze on the trees lining the street as though he hadn’t heard her.

				But Reid had, and he wasn’t happy. He narrowed his eyes at her. “You knew about it last night but didn’t say anything?”

				“No. I mean, David sent me a file a few days ago that I unencrypted for him. He told me last night he’d found incriminating evidence on it. About work.” She glanced uneasily at the suspect, as though afraid of saying too much. “Last night he asked me not to tell the police yet until we had more time to talk, and I was going to tell you after breakfast, but…”

				But he’d been too busy making love to her, and when she’d finally gone downstairs, she’d run right into this asshole.

				Fuck. Exactly what in hell was going on, and how deep was Becca into this mess? Tightening his jaw, Reid looked away, relieved when he finally heard the distant sound of approaching sirens.

				Within a minute the police were there to take over. They cuffed the prisoner and shoved him none too gently into the back of a squad car while someone disarmed then questioned Reid. After telling them what he knew and adding details of Becca’s run-in last night, he gave the cops the make of the car he’d seen and its license plate. As soon as the initial questioning was done, he went to Becca, where she stood talking to another cop. Giving him the details she should have divulged last night.

				She looked up when Reid approached, and the relief on her face made his gut clench. He wanted to throw her over his shoulder and lock her up someplace where no one could find her. The thought of anyone trying to harm her made him crazy.

				He listened as she spilled everything she knew about the flash drive, including how it incriminated at least one of the partners at the investment firm where she worked. One of the largest in the country. It sounded like a big deal too. Reid was no financial wizard, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out just how desperate that partner would be to keep the information a secret and silence anyone with access to it. His skin crawled at the realization of just how much danger Becca had inadvertently placed herself in by opening that file. And he was even angrier at David for putting her in harm’s way by giving her the flash drive yesterday.

				“I recognized him as the passenger as soon as I saw him,” she was saying to the cop. “I should have said something sooner, I know, but I wasn’t positive it was connected and I was hoping my gut was wrong…” She bit her lip, looked away as she blinked really fast.

				Unable to stand there and watch her tear herself up with guilt, Reid reached for her. Without a word she went into his arms and pressed tight to him, burying her face against his neck.

				“I was scared he’d shoot you,” she admitted in a whisper, a shudder wracking her body.

				Reid hugged her close and shook his head, still stunned that she’d chased after him in a bid to make sure he was safe. “Lucky for him, he didn’t.”

				Frowning, she pulled her head back. “They won’t tell me anything about David. I told them what happened to him and they said they couldn’t comment.”

				He stroked a hand over her hair, damp from the drizzle. More than anything he wanted to take her someplace safe and quiet, get her warm and dry. No doubt she felt violated now, worried to go back to her house. He spoke to the cop she’d been talking to. “She’s cold and she’s been through a lot. Can I take her home now?”

				The officer nodded. “I’ll give you guys a lift. Forensics and the detectives will be over soon anyhow.”

				Reid held her hand on the way to her place, massaging her cold, stiff fingers. More police cars were already there when they arrived. Officers had done a sweep to ensure the house was secure, and a forensics team was en route to gather evidence.

				Once they were allowed inside, Reid followed Becca upstairs, where she peeled off her ruined jeans in her closet. Her feet had to be raw too. “Are you hurt?” he asked softly, checking for blood.

				“Just a few scratches,” she answered, checking her inner thigh. He noticed several long welts marring her smooth skin. “The top of that second fence got me.”

				He shook his head. “What were you thinking, climbing the damn fences, anyway?”

				She didn’t look up at him. “He had a gun. I was afraid you were going to get shot and I didn’t want to lose sight of you.”

				Reid didn’t know what to say to that. It awed him to know she cared about him that much, but he also wanted to shake her. In silence he watched her change her jeans and put on some socks. She seemed steady enough, but her pallor and the tension around her mouth told him otherwise. When she walked almost mechanically into the bathroom to clean up, he made a snap decision and grabbed a small suitcase he spotted at the back of the closet. “While you’re in there, grab whatever you need for an overnight trip,” he called to her.

				She poked her head out the bathroom door. “What for?”

				“We’re getting out of here for a while, until the cops figure out what the hell is going on and I know you’ll be safe.”

				“Where are we going?”

				“A place my buddy owns on the coast.” Without waiting for a reply, he pulled out his phone and dialed Jason. The call hadn’t even connected yet when one of the cops called upstairs.

				“Miss Andrews?”

				“Coming,” Becca answered.

				Reid hung up and followed her down, a bad feeling in his gut. He stood behind her at the foot of the stairs and set a hand on her shoulder just to remind her she wasn’t alone.

				A cop wearing a suit studied Becca with sympathetic eyes a moment before speaking. “I’m sorry to tell you this after all that’s happened, but now that we’ve notified the family I thought you’d want to know.”

				Her muscles went rigid beneath his hand, and for a second it seemed like she stopped breathing.

				“David Hamilton died of his injuries at the scene. I’m sorry.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Becca followed Reid into the third-floor condo and stepped past him while he shut and locked the door behind them. She took off her shoes and let some of the tension ease from her body, willing the ibuprofen she’d just taken to kick in and bring the pounding in her head down to a dull roar. They were finally here and she was safe now. That’s all she had to remember.

				“Bedroom’s back here,” he said, taking their bags past a modern kitchen with chocolate-brown granite counters and stainless steel appliances then through the adjoining family room. “Do you want a shower or anything?”

				“No thanks.” She’d rather crawl into bed with Reid and make the world go away for a while.

				He disappeared through a door at the end of a short hallway. “Make yourself at home while I get us squared away.”

				She gazed around at the neutral-toned paint and furnishings, the tall windows along the family room overlooking the rolling Atlantic. Although the view was breathtaking, she wasn’t in the mood to appreciate it. She was emotionally exhausted. On the two-hour drive here she’d spoken to her parents and fielded continuous calls from the police and detectives working the case. At least they’d caught the driver of the getaway car. Between him and the one who’d broken into her place this morning, she hoped they’d have more than enough evidence to nail them both and find whoever had hired them.

				Her parents had been frantic, but she’d been insistent on getting away with Reid for the remainder of the weekend. They were coming to stay with her on Monday night, when Reid had to head back to base. Considering how her skin crawled at the thought of sleeping alone in her place right now, their company would be welcome over the next few weeks. Hopefully by then, everything would be over with and she could put most of this nightmare behind her.

				You can start doing that right after you go to David’s funeral.

				Along with the sense of unreality that kept hitting her—part of her still had trouble believing this had all happened to her—was a deep sense of guilt about David. While she hadn’t known him well, he’d seemed like a nice man and he certainly hadn’t deserved what happened to him. Would he still be alive if she’d answered his call this morning? She’d ignored the two calls from coworkers who had already heard about his murder. And if they knew, the firm’s partnership would know soon as well. If they didn’t already. Including the person responsible for his death. It only made her gladder to be far away from home until the police could get to the bottom of this. She hoped whoever had done this would rot in prison.

				Sighing, she turned from the view of the rolling waves and crossed to the fireplace to study the framed photos on the white traditional mantle. Along with some family photos there was a picture of Reid and she assumed Jason, his swim buddy from BUD/S, whose family owned the condo. It looked like a recent shot. The two of them were in their desert cammies, thick beards covering their faces, arms draped across each other’s shoulder as they grinned at the camera. Knowing how much trust a SEAL had to place in his swim buddy, it didn’t surprise her that he and Reid were so close. Closer than a brother, Reid had told her on the way here.

				He came out of the bedroom and stepped up behind her. She was grateful for his warmth as he wrapped his strong arms around her waist.

				“That’s Jason?” she asked. He looked about the same age as Reid.

				“Mmm-hmm. That was taken just before Christmas last year,” he answered.

				“In Afghanistan?” She tipped her head back to see his face.

				A half-smile quirked his lips. “Close.” The grin turned into a chuckle. “Your feet feeling up to a walk?”

				They were a little sore, though not as bad as they had been. What she wanted was to crawl into bed and bury her head under her pillow, but she was wound so tightly she’d just keep replaying everything in her mind. David was gone. She’d told the police everything she knew. There was nothing more she could do for now. “As long as I keep my shoes on, yeah.”

				“Come on.”

				He took her by the hand and guided her down the outside staircase that led to the beach. Though the sand was damp from the rain and the sky was overcast, the fresh ocean breeze felt good on her face. She pulled in a deep, cleansing breath of salt-tinged air and closed her eyes for a moment, letting herself luxuriate in the sensation of being truly safe. With Reid beside her she had nothing to fear.

				Until he leaves again on Monday.

				She locked the thought away, telling herself he would be back and things would be different this time around. That he wouldn’t shut her out of his life again.

				They didn’t talk for the longest time as they strolled along the water’s edge. The continuous crash of the waves and the cry of gulls soothed her rattled nerves. Reid’s gaze seemed to drink in the sight of the surf as they wandered hand in hand.

				“You love it here, don’t you?” she asked.

				“Yeah. I’ve spent a lot of time here over the years with Jay and his folks. Good times.”

				“And I’ll bet you love it partly because it reminds you of your training up at Little Creek?”

				He grinned at her. “Can’t deny that. I worked my ass off to get into the Teams. I’m totally at home in the ocean.”

				Yes, he would be. What must it be like to be able to do the things he could? His accomplishments amazed her. “You see your parents much?”

				“As often as I can. They’re in Florida, so I don’t get to see them as much as I’d like. My brother’s up in Oregon, so I don’t see him a lot either. We get together when we can. Sometimes that means celebrating Christmas in the middle of May, but we make it work.”

				“Does your mom put up a tree and do the whole turkey dinner thing?”

				“Oh yeah, she goes all out, no matter what time of year we have it. All that matters to her is having both her boys home at the same time to celebrate.” He smiled fondly.

				Becca nodded in approval. “I like your mom already.” It was nice to know he came from such a loving family, though it didn’t surprise her, considering what kind of person he was. The stresses and dangers of his job made a solid support system even more important for him. Damn, how she’d love to be yet another pillar for him to lean on.

				Over an hour had passed by the time they made it back to the condo, and she was getting hungry and tired. Once they were inside, Reid nudged her toward the couch. “Go on and sit by the fire while I get us something to eat.”

				“You sure?”

				He cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t trust me not to poison us?”

				She grinned. “I didn’t know you could cook, that’s all.”

				“I bet I can do a lot of things that would surprise you.”

				No doubt about that. Seeing the way he’d chased after the gunman this morning without a second’s hesitation, then that incredible display of upper-body strength as he’d jumped the fences with effortless ease had been eye-opening, to say the least. From her reading and the countless questions she’d asked him, she knew some of the things he was trained to do, but seeing him in action was something else entirely. Now that they were both out of harm’s way, in hindsight she had to admit the protective and masculine display of strength had been sexy as hell. At the time, though, it had scared the shit out of her.

				Reid lit the fire for her while she snuggled up on the couch, enjoying the warmth of the flames while he cooked, pushing away any worries or thoughts about what had happened when they began to creep in. She had to stop thinking about it. She’d go crazy if she didn’t.

				They ate a dinner of grilled chicken and veggies served over brown rice. He insisted on clearing up, despite her protests. She was cozy and replete, half asleep on the couch when he stretched out beside her and pulled her into his arms. Becca draped one thigh across his and snuggled her head into his shoulder, lulled by his body heat and the flicker of the fire in the grate.

				“How’s the headache?” he asked softly, bringing one hand up to squeeze her nape.

				In answer she let out a quiet moan and shifted to give him better access. “Better, but that feels so good—don’t stop.” Her eyes drifted shut as his strong fingers gently kneaded the back of her neck and shoulders. So much had happened in the past two days that she could hardly make sense of it all. The fear and emotional whiplash had taken a toll on her and this time away with Reid was exactly what she’d needed. “Thanks for bringing me here,” she mumbled sleepily.

				“No thanks necessary.” He continued massaging her tender muscles in a slow, methodical way. If she hadn’t been so tired, there were a hundred more things she wanted to ask him about his childhood, his family, his life as a SEAL. Most importantly, she wanted to know what was going to happen between them after the weekend was over. She didn’t want him to stay in a relationship with her simply because he felt obligated to help her after all that had happened. With his strong protective streak, she wouldn’t put it past him.

				Since the thought hurt too much, she forced it from her mind and allowed herself to drift. He was here now, holding her, and she’d make the most of it while she could. Safe in his arms, she fell asleep.

				Her eyes snapped open sometime later when he slid out from beneath her and lifted her into his arms. “What are you doing?” she murmured, still half asleep.

				“Taking you to bed,” he answered. He strode for the bedroom, carrying her like she weighed nothing. The show of strength made her lower belly tighten in feminine awareness. Becca leaned into him with a sigh and smiled as she rested her head in the hollow of his shoulder, breathing in his clean, familiar scent.

				A few moments later he lowered her onto the bed and held the covers up while she stripped then scooted into place. In the darkness she heard the soft whisper of denim as he slid his jeans off and he eased in beside her to gather her into the curve of his naked body. He was hard against her bottom, his erection a hot, thick brand against her skin. Despite his obvious arousal, he didn’t make a move to do anything about it. Pressing a kiss to the curve of her neck just above the slope of her shoulder, he simply held her while she went back to sleep.

				When she woke later in the darkness, her heart was pounding and a film of perspiration dotted her skin from a nightmare she couldn’t remember. Lifting her head, she checked the bedside clock to find she’d only been sleeping for a little over an hour. Reid was out cold beside her, stretched out on his stomach, and she didn’t want to wake him. She carefully climbed out of bed and took his T-shirt from the foot of the bed. Pulling it on, she eased the bedroom door open and shut it partway before making her way to the tall windows in the family room. In the past hour the fire had died down to tiny flames that licked at the glowing embers.

				Beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, the sky was dark. Lights from other condos along the beach illuminated a thin strip of sand and she could hear the muted roar of the ocean from the waves beating continuously against the shore. Reid’s T-shirt covered her only to her upper thighs. She shivered slightly in the comparatively chilly air and wrapped her arms around her waist, taking in the view. Down one floor in the next complex, a group of people were out partying on the balcony. They stood against the railing and lounged on deck furniture, drinking what looked like beer and martinis.

				For long minutes she watched them laugh and talk, a part of her envying their carefree evening. David was dead, and someone had tried to kill her. When she thought of all that was waiting for her once she got back home, it almost overwhelmed her.

				She felt an impression of warmth behind her. Turning her head at the last second, she found Reid standing at her back. It surprised her that she hadn’t heart him come in.

				He wrapped his arms around her to pull her back against his naked body. “Can’t sleep?” he murmured next to her ear.

				“No.” She didn’t mention the bad dream, since she couldn’t remember it anyway and didn’t want to look weak. If Reid could handle combat and seeing his friends’ burned bodies in the wreckage of that helicopter, then she could handle this too. “Sorry I woke you.”

				“Don’t be sorry.” He didn’t say anything for a few minutes, seeming content to hold her as they stared into the night. “You okay?”

				She forced herself to nod. No, she wasn’t okay, but she wasn’t going to say it.

				“Looks like they won’t be wrapping up any time soon,” he remarked as some of the partygoers one level down began to dance.

				It felt good to be able to lean back into his strength. She laid her head against his shoulder with a soft sigh. “They just brought out a fresh cooler full of beer a couple of minutes ago.”

				He shifted his hands to splay his long fingers across her belly, the warmth searing her through the soft cotton separating their skin. The imprint of his touch settled deep inside her, waking delicate nerve endings that suddenly demanded more contact. She wanted him. Needed him to push aside the darkness and replace it with something good, get her out of her head for a while. As though sensing her growing arousal, Reid dipped his head to nuzzle the juncture of her neck and shoulder. Becca sucked in a sharp breath and tipped her head to the side, closing her eyes.

				Reid was like a furnace behind her, his big body hard all over. He was powerful and protective enough of her to put himself in danger to ensure her safety, yet gentle and considerate of her needs. As a lover he could be tender and rough by turns, depending on what she asked for. Right now she wanted to be taken, hard enough that she had no choice but to quit thinking and give over to sensation. She shivered in anticipation at the insistent press of his erection at the base of her spine and couldn’t resist rubbing against it.

				“I love seeing you in nothing but my shirt,” he murmured against the side of her neck, responding to her subtle invitation with a slow roll of his hips.

				The heavy throb of arousal burst into a pounding need that centered in her aching, swelling breasts and tingling clit. Closing her eyes, Becca raised her arms to surround his neck. Reid hummed in approval and moved his palm over her belly in a slow circle as his other hand crept down her waist and hip to skim the hem of the T-shirt. At the feel of cool air against her hip and belly, her eyes snapped open in dismay. There were people down there who could see them.

				She grabbed his hand to still it. “Reid, don’t.”

				Reid didn’t release his grip on the shirt. “Why not?”

				Flustered, aroused, she blew out a breath and tugged at his hand, to no avail. “Someone might see.” That naughty thought only made her hotter.

				“So?” He nibbled the edge of her jaw, either oblivious to or ignoring the rigid set of her muscles.

				“So, it makes me uncomfortable,” she whispered, knowing it was only partially true.

				Instead of releasing her, Reid merely chuckled and eased the material up farther despite her attempts to stop him, exposing her pussy and belly up to the bottom of her ribcage. Becca tried to turn in his arms but he easily kept her in place, facing the window. Realizing he intended to have her right here in front of anyone at the party who cared to watch, her heart leaped against her ribs, partly from shock that she wanted this and partly from the need pulsing inside her.

				“You’ll never see them again,” he murmured against her ear, sending another frisson of heat throughout her tingling nerve endings. “You’re so beautiful, Bec. If they want to watch, let ’em see how gorgeous you are when you come.”

				Oh shit, they were really going to do this. A wicked, delicious thrill shot down her spine. Until now she would have sworn she didn’t have an exhibitionist bone in her body.

				She was tense all over, her body and mind at war. She wanted him badly enough that despite the potential of being seen, she was already wet and throbbing for him. He was right; she would never see these people again. Being alone here with Reid was a respite from everything. It might be the last time they’d have together. Even if they stayed in a relationship, his job put him at constant risk. Was she going to miss out on the chance to experience this new thrill?

				No, she realized, shocked at how willing she was to go outside her sexual comfort zone with him. Did he know just how much she trusted him?

				As though he sensed her consent, Reid kissed the side of her neck and slowly, so slowly, drew the shirt up her body. The velvety cotton caressed her sensitive skin, stiffening her nipples as it brushed against the underside of her tight, swollen breasts. She had a moment of unreality when he drew it over her head and dropped it to the floor, leaving her standing before the tall windows completely naked.

				Becca was too surprised at what she’d just allowed to say anything or try to cover herself. At the moment she felt sexy and wicked.

				She swallowed when Reid took her hands and brought her palms to rest flat against the cold glass, holding them there when she resisted. She couldn’t tear her eyes off the party below them. The young co-eds on the deck continued to laugh and drink, and she didn’t think any of them had noticed her yet. A tiny, naughty part of her wanted them to. She waited with a mixture of nerves and anticipation, wondering what Reid would do next. Moisture gathered along her labia, her clit pounding with need.

				Reid stroked his hands down the underside of her raised arms and over her shoulders, the touch warm and reassuring. “You’re so sexy,” he said in a reverent voice.

				That tone made her feel both cherished and emboldened. She was powerful and beautiful, even as she allowed him to take control.

				He cupped her aching breasts and slid his thumbs across her stiffened nipples, sending a shockwave of sensation careening throughout her body. She arched back with a quiet gasp, pushing the mounds harder into his hands. Reid hummed in approval as he played with her nipples, squeezing and tugging until she began to writhe her hips against the scalding cock pressed tight to her ass.

				In answer, he rubbed his erection over the cleft in her buttocks, one hand dropping to caress her waist and hip before firmly cupping her mound. Becca couldn’t hold back the moan of relief when his middle finger settled between the lips of her sex, giving slight pressure to her tender clit. She wriggled slightly but he stilled her by tightening his arm and pressing her forward against the glass.

				The sudden contact of her skin with the icy surface made her gasp. The cold seared through her breasts and belly, yet somehow it heightened the heat burning inside her.

				A gentle scrape of teeth against her nape, then Reid lavished slow, open-mouth kisses down her neck and shoulder as he languidly moved his middle finger back and forth between her legs. Becca automatically parted her thighs more to encourage him to go deeper, biting her lip at the exquisite sensations flowing through her. A distant part of her was vaguely aware that she didn’t care at all anymore about being naked, pressed against a full-length window while a group of people partied in plain view of her nakedness. All she cared about was the feel of Reid’s muscular frame tight against her and the pleasure his hands and mouth wrought.

				In answer to her compliance, Reid slid his finger back and forth between her labia until the slick sounds of his caresses mixed with her quick, uneven breaths. Last night he’d talked to her during sex to ramp her need higher, but this time he seduced her without a single word, skilfully massaging her throbbing clit. The heavy silence added to the charged atmosphere somehow, allowing her to sink into the moment and relish every second.

				The long finger between her pussy lips gave her clit just the right amount of pressure and moved with slow, deliberate pressure across her needy flesh. Giving in to sensation, Becca leaned her forehead against the cool glass and closed her eyes. He ran his free hand back up to toy with a hard nipple, rolling it in time to each stroke of his finger against her clit. She moaned in helpless pleasure as the ecstasy built. It was good, though not enough. She needed more, his cock inside her. She wanted to writhe between the cold glass and his hot skin while he made her come, and to hell if anyone was watching.

				When she thought she’d go mad from the teasing, he shifted his hand between her legs to slide two fingers into her slick core. Her inner muscles clenched around him in relief, and his thumb slid slow and sweet over her swollen clit. She shuddered and whispered his name, her body tightening under the whiplash of sensation.

				“That’s right, baby. Come all over my hand,” he whispered back.

				Combined with his touch, the impassioned words launched her. The orgasm crashed through her in hard, quick bursts that shook her from head to toe. She gasped for air as it roared through her, her fingers splayed against the window to hold herself up.

				Before she could catch her breath, Reid lifted her off her feet and strode to the couch. He spread the discarded T-shirt beneath her before tipping her onto her back on the cushions so that her hips were elevated by the padded armrest. She struggled up onto her elbows to watch him roll a condom over himself. Then he grasped the backs of her thighs, lifting them over the crook of his forearms as he leaned over her.

				His lips came down on hers in a wild, ravenous kiss. She opened for him instantly, allowing his tongue into her mouth and sliding her hands into his hair to hold him close. The kiss grew slower, hotter. Their tongues twined and caressed, teasing delicately while every nerve ending inside her sparked to life once more. Her pussy ached to be filled, the inner muscles squeezing around the emptiness in frustration. She wanted his weight atop her, to feel all that power shift and bunch beneath her hands as he pounded into her.

				Reid broke the kiss and pulled back to look at her. His eyes blazed with raw, primal hunger, the muscles in his arms and shoulders standing out in sharp relief. The air between them crackled and shimmered with sexual energy. She licked her lips as he shifted her hips closer to him, his arms keeping her thighs spread open. The tip of his cock brushed against her entrance and she set a hand on his bulging upper arm to brace herself, preparing for a hard thrust that would seat him deep inside her.

				“Fuck me,” she demanded hoarsely.

				Rather than slide into her, Reid paused to smooth a lock of hair away from her cheek with the edge of his hand. Glancing up at him in surprise, she caught her breath at what she read in his face.

				During sex she’d seen him gentle, hungry and rough, but she’d never seen him like this. Along with the heat, his expression held a possessive tenderness that shook her to the core. He needed her. Needed her in a way he’d never let her see before. Her throat tightened.

				Holding her gaze, Reid guided her thighs up higher, folding her legs back toward her shoulders and opening her more to his body, increasing her vulnerability. Staring into his eyes, Becca didn’t even think about resisting.

				With one last brush of his fingers across her flushed cheek, Reid planted his free hand beside her head and positioned his cock at her entrance. Again she set a hand on his chest, prepared for the shock of that first deep thrust. Craving it.

				Rather than slam into her as she expected, Reid gently nudged the head of his cock inside and paused, watching her face. Seeing his restraint, Becca allowed herself to relax and recline fully on the couch, her open thighs braced on his broad shoulders. In answer Reid bent to kiss the inside of one of her knees then gently surged forward. Her pussy rippled and squeezed around his thick, hard length. They both groaned at the incredible feel of him filling her.

				Despite her recent orgasm, her body felt sensitive all over, greedy for more of the pleasure she knew he would give. The pulse in her clit intensified with each tender rock of his hips and within moments, she could feel the beginnings of another climax building deep in her belly. She reached up to grip his shoulders and rocked against each penetration, wanting it harder, deeper.

				Reid stilled her impatient movements with a firm hand on her hip. “Soft and slow this time,” he told her in a low voice, the gentle tone belying the desperate tension in his muscles, the wild heat in his eyes. “Lie back and let it build.”

				Becca swallowed, startled by the emotional intensity of the moment. Reid stared down at her as though studying every flicker of reaction on her face. Her heart lurched. This was so different from the other times they’d had sex. Face to face like this, he was truly making love to her, in a devastatingly tender way she’d never imagined he would.

				He continued to thrust slow and sweet, his angle and tempo calibrated to ensure her maximum pleasure. All the while he stared straight into her eyes, allowing her unprecedented access inside him. The knowledge brought a lump to her throat. He’d never said he loved her. She couldn’t do this, give him this much of herself and watch him walk away again. It would destroy her.

				Watching his face as he rode her in gentle pulses that threatened to undo her, she felt the stirrings of panic flare deep inside. Unable to bear the shattering intimacy a moment longer, she closed her eyes and turned her head away.

				Reid wouldn’t let her hide. He captured her cheek in one hand and turned her face toward him. “No, I need to see you.”

				She shook her head, eyes squeezed shut. She was shaking now, afraid of breaking down completely. It was scary. “Don’t. Not like this.”

				He didn’t pause, kept up with that tender rhythm while the pleasure rose. “Like what?”

				“Like this. Not unless you mean it.” Her voice caught as she opened her eyes, shaming her.

				Reid leaned in closer, his eyes darkening with hunger and something else she didn’t dare try to identify. “I mean it, beautiful. All of it.”

				His words stunned her, stealing her breath and filling her with joy. The burn of tears stung her eyes.

				Trapped beneath his powerful body, pinned by that hot, dark stare, Becca could only stare up at him helplessly as he unraveled her. The pleasure climbed like a wave inside her, reaching higher with each long, slow stroke of his cock. She was wide open and defenseless against him, her heart laid bare, and there was nothing she could do to hide. Not from him. Not anymore.

				And she didn’t want to.

				The shattering intimacy between them was more intense than anything she’d ever experienced. Drawing a shaky breath, she gripped his upper arms and let her head fall back, surrendering her body and heart to him completely.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				A wild rush of possession ripped through Reid when Becca finally relaxed in his arms. While the show of trust eased something inside him, her words and the spark of sadness in her eyes when she’d said them had twisted his heart. Despite everything they’d been through, she still didn’t realize what she meant to him. He finally understood why.

				She needed the words as much as he needed her total surrender.

				I love you. I love you so much. The words beat at him, guided his thrusts as he made love to her, really made love to her this time. He’d never known the difference until she came into his life.

				Becca made a tiny sound of distress when he slid a hand between them to find her clit, her body jolting at the additional lash of pleasure. His heart twisted harder, everything in him wanting to soothe and protect even as he needed to make her explode in his arms.

				“I want you to take it slow,” he whispered, voice rough, his heart thundering wildly in his chest. His cock was swollen to bursting, the need to come a burning demand that flayed him alive with each careful pulse of his hips. She was like wet silk around him, those pure blue eyes totally unguarded as she gazed back at him. Something primal in him relished her helplessness as much as the trust she yielded.

				A minute later she began to undulate beneath him, as though the sensations were too much for her to bear. Her eyes closed, her face tightening in pleasure. “Reid…”

				Oh, fuck yes. “Almost there?”

				She nodded and tried to sit up, but he pressed her back down, increasing the tempo and power of his thrusts. Her lips parted on a whimper of ecstasy.

				“Don’t rush this,” he managed to force out between gasps. Shit, he wasn’t sure if he could hold on much longer. “Relax and let me take you all the way there.”

				Telltale quivers began in her legs, spreading up to her belly and breasts. Her eyes grew glazed and unfocused. He growled in triumph and fought to maintain his steady pace rather than plunging in and out of her the way his body demanded. He savored each tiny cry of pleasure, each ripple of her pussy around his cock as he thrust and caressed her clit.

				Just when he thought he’d lose the battle with his control, Becca threw back her head and called out his name as her body contracted around him. The pulses of her release dragged him over the edge with her. Reid’s head sagged between his arms and he exploded, held tight and deep inside her. When he could summon the will to move, he gently disengaged her legs from his shoulders and crawled over her. She welcomed his weight with eager arms around his back, holding him tightly while their heart rates slowed and their breathing returned to normal.

				Finally he raised his head to meet her eyes. His heart went into freefall. A terrible pressure filled his chest, compressing his lungs. The shattering intensity of what had just happened hung heavy in the air between them.

				He didn’t want to go through life without her anymore.

				“I love you,” he blurted unsteadily. It came out before he could stop it.

				She blinked and tried to come up on her elbows. “W-what?”

				Reid exhaled a slow breath, willing his racing heart to slow down. “I do.” It scared the living shit out of him that he’d said it aloud, but he wouldn’t take it back for anything. He’d never meant anything more.

				Brushing her hair away from her face with one hand, Becca slowly laid back again. The way she stared at him made his heart knock against his ribs. Big, tough SEAL that he was, this woman had the power to tear him to pieces with whatever she said next.

				Then she smiled. Really smiled, her eyes twinkling with joy. “I love you too.”

				Feeling like she’d just lifted a thousand-pound weight from his chest, Reid breathed out a sigh of relief and buried his face in her neck. “Thank God.”

				She chuckled and kissed his hair-roughened cheek, reminding him that with all that had happened, he hadn’t had a chance to shave for her. Before they left he’d make sure he did, so he could go down on her again without all the stubble pricking her tender skin. His cock twitched at the thought.

				Becca stroked a hand through his hair, her touch gentle and soothing. “All it takes to get you to admit it is a near-death experience, huh?”

				Although she meant this morning and he was thinking of the chopper crash, she couldn’t have been more right. “Better late than never?”

				“At least you finally said it, so yes.” She grew quiet for a moment, then her hand stilled in his hair, and he could feel her tensing beneath him. “Do you think anyone saw me?”

				Holding back a chuckle, he raised his head to find her chewing her lip. “I think only two of them.”

				Her eyes widened. “Two? Oh God… How am I going to face them if I see them on the way out?” A deep flush hit her cheeks, making him laugh.

				He kissed the tip of her nose to ease the blow. “It’s okay. I doubt they’d recognize you with your clothes on anyway.”

				A reluctant bark of reluctant laughter escaped her and she swatted his shoulder. “You’re a bad influence on me.”

				“Yeah, and proud of it. I love it when you let go like that. It’s hot.”

				Her lips tipped up in a gentle grin as she trailed a finger across his jaw. “So…that wasn’t just pillow talk a minute ago when you said you love me, right?”

				His heart skipped a beat. Gazing into her eyes at that moment, he’d never felt so happy in his life. “No.”

				A slow, tender smile was his reward. “Good. Because I don’t think I could let you go.”

				He grinned, feeling like he’d just won the biggest lottery jackpot of all time. “Even though I’m rough around the edges and piss-poor at communicating?”

				“Yep. And even though your job scares the hell out of me.” Her expression grew serious. “But part of the reason I fell in love with you is because you’re a hero, so it wouldn’t be fair to hold it against you now. I just don’t ever want to see you running after an armed gunman again.”

				“Can’t promise that. Especially if it’s to protect you.” He’d do whatever it took to keep her safe, and too bad if she didn’t like it.

				At his words, she shook her head. Her voice held a teasing note. “I never knew loving a hero would be so hard. Good thing you’re definitely worth the trouble.”

				Goddamn, he loved her. His chest felt overly full, his heart suddenly too big for his ribcage. “C’mere.” Reid slid his arms beneath her and rolled her into the curve of his body. He held her tight, nuzzling the top of her head while her cheek pressed against his heart. A sense of completion he’d never imagined swept through him. “Just a matter of time before they find whoever’s behind all this. When you go home you’ll be safe. And you’ll have your parents there.”

				She nodded a little, her cheek caressing his chest. “Can’t wait for them to meet you.”

				“Yeah, I’m looking forward to it.” He really was. It made things a lot more official between him and Becca. He liked that too. “Your sister coming to stay with you as well?”

				“She wanted to, but I told her I’d have my hands full with mom and dad.”

				“Are they a handful?”

				He could feel the smile form against his skin. “You’ll see.”

				Reid held her for a while longer, stroking his fingers through her hair until he noticed goose bumps all over her back. “Cold?”

				“A little. More tired than anything. You sure know how to wear a girl out.”

				Chuckling, he lifted her upright and set her on her feet. He followed her into the bedroom, stopping in the bathroom long enough to dispose of the condom, then slid into the sheets beside her. This time she draped herself over him with a contented sigh and settled right into sleep.

				* * *

				Reid woke just after dawn with a single purpose burning inside him. It was time to lay it all on the line. No more waiting.

				Coming out of the master bathroom after a hot shower, he crossed to the bed where he’d left Becca sleeping, an almost painful tension swelling in his chest. She was still curled up on her side facing away from him, all that long dark hair spilling down her back to where the covers kissed the swell of one shapely hip. Admiring the view and wondering how in hell he’d been so lucky to find her, let alone win her over, he paused to pick up his jeans and grab something from one of the pockets. He closed his fingers around the small metal object, cool against his suddenly damp palm. Shit, his heart was knocking against his ribs like a scared rabbit in a cage.

				He’d faced enemy fire with less anxiety than he felt now. All because the woman curled up in the king-sized bed held his beating heart in her hands.

				Becca stirred as he drew near, giving him a sleepy little smile when he slid in beside her. Turning over onto her side, she reached for him and snuggled into his naked chest. Reid automatically wrapped both arms around her, his fist clenched around what he held in his grip. He gently ran his other hand over her shiny hair. At her heartfelt sigh of satisfaction, he squeezed his eyes shut. God, he’d never thought he’d feel this way about anyone. The thought of having to leave her on Monday was almost unbearable.

				When the tension inside him became too much to contain, he shifted and rolled her onto her back.

				Becca blinked up at him with slumberous blue eyes, a frown marring her brow when she realized how serious he was. “What’s the matter? Did the police call?”

				He shook his head. Couldn’t find the words he needed to say.

				She sat up, her expression becoming alarmed. “Reid? What—”

				He pressed her back down against the pillow with a hand on her bare shoulder. This was important; he had to make her understand how strongly he felt about it. When he was sure he had her full attention, he spoke. “I told you before I left for overseas that I’d come back to you. I promised I would.”

				She didn’t respond, but the frown deepened.

				Reid exhaled a slow breath and chose his words carefully. “When I give my word, Bec, it means something.” He never wanted her to take it lightly again.

				“Okay.” Her expression was wary now.

				“I told you I was coming back to you, yet you went out with someone else the other night anyway.”

				Her eyes clouded with reproach. “I didn’t do it to hurt you. You shut me out so I didn’t think I mattered to you anymore. As of last night I know for sure that you love me, but I’m still not sure what you want out of this relationship.”

				When her words registered he bit back a curse. Her uncertainty was his fault, and it made him want to kick his own ass. But after what he was about to do, she’d never be unsure about his intentions again. He just prayed she wouldn’t reject him, because doing this made him more vulnerable than he’d ever been in his life. Once he did this, there was no going back.

				* * *

				Becca’s heart skipped a couple of beats as she gazed up at him. The hard look on Reid’s face frightened her. She tried to swallow past the sudden restriction in her throat, but her mouth had gone dry.

				Rather than answer her about what he wanted, he reached behind her head to undo the simple chain around her neck. Automatically her hand came up to stop him, but the intense look he slanted her made her lower her arm. Afraid to speak, understanding that something momentous was happening, her gaze dipped to where he pulled the delicate strand of white gold away from her neck. He had something else in his other hand, something he threaded onto the chain. She met his gaze anxiously, taken aback by the raw emotion swirling in his eyes.

				Finally he raised his fist, holding up the chain for her inspection. From it dangled a gold emblem of an eagle clutching a rifle and trident in its talons, a ship’s anchor overlapping them.

				“Know what this is?” he asked in a low voice.

				Her heart squeezed painfully. “Your Trident,” she whispered, reaching for it without thinking. She’d only ever seen pictures of them in books or on the websites she’d used for research. Reid had never shown his to her before.

				He pulled it out of reach and waited until she met his gaze. His eyes were dark, unflinching. “Do you know what it means to me?”

				She knew he’d worked his ass off to earn it, that he put his life on the line every day he trained or went on a mission, that he had to keep earning it each and every day to stay a SEAL. She also knew the Trident meant so much to them that SEALs pounded them into the lid of a fallen brother’s casket. What she didn’t know was why he’d put his on her chain. “I think so.”

				He shook his head slightly. “It means everything to me. It’s who I am.”

				“Okay,” she whispered, hardly able to get the word out. It represented everything he was, everything he stood for. Including his word, she thought with a pang. She realized now how much she’d inadvertently hurt him by going on that date Friday night. He’d given her his solemn vow to come home to her, had tried in his own way to tell her how much she meant to him, but she hadn’t understood him. She did now. “I understand.”

				“I hope you do, beautiful.” He leaned over to reach behind her and clasp the chain around her neck. “Because it’s yours from this moment on.”

				Stunned, she gaped at him. “I can’t take your Trident,” she protested, blinking back tears even as she curled protective fingers around it. The pin lay solid against her breastbone, warm from his body heat. The significance of that wasn’t lost on her.

				“You’re not taking it—I’m giving it.” He stroked a finger around it, tracing its shape against her skin, making her breasts tingle and swell in response. “It’s not a ring, but it makes the same promise. More so, in some ways. It means that if something ever happens to me, my teammates will come to you. They’ll take care of you if for some reason I can’t.”

				Her eyes welled up. She wanted to put her hand over his mouth to stop him from even mentioning the possibility of anything happening to him, but she knew he was only being clear. His job was inherently dangerous, even the training he did.

				“I want you to meet them all, plus my family, and I want to meet yours. I’m in this to stay.” His eyes never wavered from hers. “I’m all yours, Bec, if you’ll have me. And I want you to wear this every day, right over your heart where it belongs, so you never forget or doubt what you mean to me.”

				Coming from a man like Reid, it was the most romantic speech she’d ever heard. To her horror, her face crumpled. A ragged sob tore free before she could stop it. She flung her arms around him and buried her face in his neck.

				His low chuckle barely registered over her sniffles. “This mean you’ll wear it?”

				She nodded. “Y-yes.”

				Reid rolled her beneath him to stare down into her tear-streaked face. “I know I’m asking a lot of you. Being with one of us isn’t easy.”

				She shook her head. “No, I know it isn’t.” She’d already gotten a small taste of what it would be like. “But it’s worth it. You’re worth it. As long as you promise to never shut me out again like you did. I can’t take that.”

				“I promise.” His smile took her breath away. “You know I love you.”

				It warmed her to her toes at how easily he said it. “I really know it now.”

				“And so…?”

				She frowned, wiped some of the tears away. “What?”

				“I love you too, Reid,” he prompted, eyes dancing with laughter.

				Oh, God! “Yes, yes, I love you too. Sorry.” She gave a soggy laugh. “I was a little distracted.”

				He kissed the tip of her nose, laid his hand on the Trident he’d placed over her heart. “Then kiss me, and let me show you what real distraction feels like.”

				Smiling, Becca twined her hands in his hair and lifted her head, offering everything to him.

				His ringing cell phone rudely interrupted.

				“Want me to ignore it?” he offered.

				She pushed at his shoulders and sat up, a hard knot forming in her gut. “No, it’s probably important.” It was too early not to be.

				Reid grabbed it from the nightstand and answered, then paused for a second. “Yeah, she’s right here.” He handed it to her.

				“Hello?”

				“Miss Andrews, it’s Detective Bachman. I’ve got some news for you.”

				Feeling exposed, she dragged the sheets up over her breasts and grabbed hold of Reid’s hand. He sat down next to her, watching her face. “All right.”

				“I’d like to discuss it in person. Can you come in?”

				She glanced at Reid. “We’re in Virginia Beach, so it’ll take a couple of hours for us to get there.” At her words, Reid left the bed and started packing up.

				“That’s fine. See you when you get here.”

				Hanging up, Becca got up and hurriedly started dressing. “He’s got news, is all he said.”

				Reid stopped what he was doing to look over his shoulder at her, his dark gaze steady. “Whatever it is, I’ll be right beside you.”

				God, she loved that man. “Thanks.”

				Whatever it was, she hoped the detective had good news this time.

				* * *

				By the time they arrived at the police station, Becca’s stomach was in knots. Someone showed them to a conference room, and Detective Bachman joined them carrying a folder he placed on the table.

				His eyes were kind as he nodded to her. “You look better today.”

				“I feel better, thanks.” She kept glancing at the folder, wondering what it held. Reid’s hand tightened around hers, adding silent support.

				“Thank you both for coming in on such short notice.” Leaning back, he opened the file. “Both the driver from last night and the man who broke into your house yesterday are well-known to police.” He tossed two line-up pictures of them from their arrests onto the table for them to look at. A wave of rage rushed through her as she stared at their faces. “Both suspects are in our custody and have confirmed the same information.” He paused, watching her with what she could only describe as an assessing look.

				“And?” she prompted, wishing he’d just get the hell on with it already.

				“Ms. Andrews, how long have you worked at your firm?”

				“Almost five years.”

				“And in that time you never heard or saw any activity you thought suspicious?”

				“No, never.” The line of questioning wasn’t easing her anxiety level. “Why, what did you find?”

				The detective rubbed a finger over his upper lip. “The illegal activity Mr. Hamilton uncovered in that file you cracked had been going on for at least two years. The data was so well hidden we were surprised he managed to find it at all.”

				“David was a talented forensic accountant,” she said quietly, suddenly wanting to cry. “Did you find out who was involved?”

				“We did. And the two suspects in custody gave us something even better. Were you aware that a partner at the firm had access to particular offshore investment accounts?”

				Wait. “You mean, the Cayman Island operation?”

				“Yes.” He watched her carefully.

				“But Mr. Vane hasn’t used that since he retired—” She broke off with a single, horrified gasp, half rose from her seat without realizing it.

				No. Freaking. Way.

				“Bec?” Reid whispered, tugging her back.

				She couldn’t take her eyes off the detective. She shook her head slowly, a movement of denial, of horror. Though he hadn’t said the name yet, Becca knew she’d already figured it out. “I don’t want to believe it.”

				Bachman’s mouth tightened. “We’ve just served a warrant and arrested Kimberly Vane for being an accessory in the murder of David Hamilton.”

				Suspecting it was bad enough. Having it confirmed by the lead investigator was much worse.

				Becca’s mouth fell open in shock, all the blood draining from her face. The room seemed to tilt on its axis for a second. Of all the partners in the firm, Kimberly was the last one she’d ever suspect of illegal investments, let alone be willing to hire thugs to murder someone. Her father had founded the firm. Groomed her for her rise to the top. The woman had worked her ass off to get there. How was this possible?

				“Oh…” was all she could bring herself to say, while her mind was screaming, Why, why would she have done this? “It doesn’t make sense. She had more money than most of the other partners. Tens of millions at least, considering her father gave her a good chunk of his shares. Why would she want or need more money so badly that she had done these things?”

				“We don’t know for sure yet, but it’s possible Ms. Vane was deeply in debt.”

				“How the hell could someone be in that kind of debt?” Becca stared at him, grateful for the solid feel of Reid’s hand resting on the top of her shoulder.

				“You’d be surprised,” the detective said. “We’ll be bringing other charges together with the accessory to murder, and we’ve got a task force assembled to investigate the information we found on Mr. Hamilton’s personal computer and the flash drive he gave you, but it’s going to create quite the backlash. I can’t divulge too much about the contents of the file, but suffice it to say that in addition to those charges, Ms. Vane is in serious trouble with about every agency in the country if the information on the illegal investments are correct.”

				Becca couldn’t even imagine the fallout over that kind of lost money. The IRS would freeze all the accounts involved, including the investors’. The firm would be ruined. “But I just saw her yesterday morning in a meeting. I trusted her. How could she…” She put a hand to her mouth, swallowed back the rest of the words. Denial was pointless now.

				Reid rubbed her shoulder, his solid, quiet presence reminding her she wasn’t facing this horrible revelation alone.

				“Again, we won’t know her motives until we question her and investigate further. I just wanted to let you know that it looks like all the loose ends are finally coming together. The two suspects in custody are no longer a threat to you, and Ms. Vane won’t be from now on either. You’re safe to go home now.”

				Becca digested it all in silence, listening as the detective briefly outlined the procedure they would follow in the coming weeks. She answered when it was expected and finished by thanking him for letting her know everything. After she shook his hand, Reid took her straight out to his truck.

				“Are you okay, babe?” Reid asked when he climbed into the cab beside her, frowning in concern.

				She was still trying to process it all. It wasn’t easy to deal with the cold truth that someone she’d worked for was responsible for murder. “This is going to be big, Reid. It’ll be all over the news and in the papers.”

				“Good.” His fierce expression said it was the least he thought Kimberly deserved. She agreed. The woman had been stealing from clients for two years, then had David killed to cover her tracks.

				“If this is even half as big as I think it is, the firm may go under. Which means I’ll no longer have a job.”

				“You really want to keep working there after this anyway?”

				She frowned. “Not really.”

				“You’re smart and talented, so you won’t have trouble finding a job.”

				“I don’t know what the partners are going to do now.”

				“Like the other partners in the firm won’t bend over backward to find you a good job after this? And who the hell cares about all that right now? The important thing is that it’s over. You’re safe.”

				He had a point, yet that was only part of the aftermath she was facing. “It’s not really over for me though. There’ll be more statements, even though I don’t know anything about what was on the file, and there’ll be trials I’ll probably have to testify at.” God, at least three of them, probably more.

				Reid brought her stiff hand to his mouth and kissed her icy knuckles. “Piece of cake after what you’ve been through.”

				He had such faith in her. But she couldn’t imagine having to sit in a court room and look at either of the men who had attacked her and David, let alone face Kimberly.

				Reid took both her hands and rubbed them between his own to warm them. “You’ll get through it, Bec. With me, your family and friends seeing you through every step of whatever’s coming next. You’ll see it through then put it behind you where it belongs.”

				His absolute confidence and support meant the world to her. She cradled the side of his face in her palm, overcome with love and gratitude. Her throat closed up. “I’m so lucky to have you in my life.”

				“No way, beautiful. I’m the lucky one.” He drew her close, surrounding her with his warm, strong arms and holding her like she was the most precious thing in the world to him. And the Trident confirmed she really was, didn’t it?

				Becca was lost in her thoughts when he spoke a few minutes later. “Do you like football?”

				The question threw her off so much that she tipped her head back to frown at him. “I don’t hate it. Why?”

				A mischievous smile played at the corners of his mouth. “One of the guys invited us over to his place to watch the game today.”

				“You mean, one of your teammates?”

				He nodded. “You up for it? Would take your mind off everything. Plus, when they hear about the weekend we just had, it’ll make us living legends.”

				She gawked at him, ignoring his attempt at humor, understanding he was trying to jolt her out of her dark thoughts. But football? Really? “Do you want me to go?”

				His smile faded, replaced by a scowl. “You think I’d leave you here by yourself?”

				“No, I mean… You really want me to meet your teammates?” Today? Now?

				He twirled a lock of her hair around his finger. “Yeah, and their families. Murphy invited us before I left the base Friday night.”

				He’d told his SEAL buddies about her?

				“Originally I said no, but now I think it’s about time I showed you off.”

				Okay, that totally made her heart turn over.

				He gave her a sexy smile that curled her toes. “And I can’t wait to see their faces when they notice my Trident hanging around your neck.”

				My God, he wanted to publicly declare his commitment to her in front of his teammates. She did want to meet these mysterious men he entrusted his life to. And it would be a great distraction. What else was she going to do today besides go home and face the chaos of the past two days all over again? She’d have to go home soon enough. Stealing as much time away with Reid as she could was a welcome escape right now. “You know what? I’m totally up for it.”

				“Good.” He grinned and kissed her lightly, stroking a hand over the length of her hair. “One thing, though…”

				She raised an eyebrow at his hesitant tone, the slightly guilty expression.

				He winced. “Murphy may have read part of that email you sent me.”

				Her mouth fell open for the second time that morning. “What?” she squawked in outrage, horrified.

				Reid looked like he was trying not to laugh. “It was an accident. He sort of started reading before I could grab the laptop away from him.”

				A fiery heat engulfed her face. “Oh my God, and you think I can ever look the man in the face?”

				“Hey, Murph’s already half in love with you. Meeting you in person will win his devotion for life, along with his wife and kids. And you don’t have to worry about any of the other guys knowing. Murph’s a good chief, so he would never say anything about it to anyone.”

				Rather than get mad all over again, for some reason this last incident tickled her funny bone. She snorted a laugh and quickly covered her mouth to block the unladylike sound, but when Reid started in she lost the battle to stem the tide of giggles. She collapsed against his solid chest and laughed with him. Still grinning after she’d calmed down, she shook her head at Reid in wonder. “Who’d have thought I’d be able to laugh after all this?”

				His gaze was tender and soft. “I love seeing you laugh. If I have my way you’ll be doing a lot more of it from now on.” He leaned his head back against the headrest, his eyes shining with admiration and warmth. “So, whaddya say? You in?”

				Smiling up into his eyes, she nodded. “I’m in.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				Six months later

				Becca stepped out of her car into the cool, salt-kissed air and breathed in deeply. She could hear the muted roar of the waves crashing on the beach in the distance. The Virginia Beach bar’s parking lot was packed. But then, it was a Friday night and a bunch of the local SEALs were back in town. Excitement sent sharp little prickles down her spine as she crossed to the front door in her sex-kitten heels and let herself in. Reid had told her he’d drive home to Alexandria once he got in, but she didn’t mind coming up here to meet him. She knew how much he liked to unwind with his teammates for a few hours when they got back stateside and didn’t want to deprive him of that.

				The diamond on her left hand caught the overhead lights at the entrance as she gripped the door handle. The dainty ring proclaimed her as Reid’s wife, but the Trident around her neck meant more to her than any jewel on earth ever could. She was proud of him, of what he stood for, and to be a part of his world. From the day they’d eloped at the county courthouse two months ago, she’d officially become part of the SEAL community. Well, actually from the day she’d gone to Murphy’s to watch that football game.

				They’d taken her in immediately, and once they heard about everything that had happened to her and Reid that weekend, they’d closed ranks around her, no questions asked. SEALs took good care of their own. Throughout the trials she’d testified at there’d always been either one of the guys or their wives in the courtroom to support her, whether Reid was there or not. The two young thugs were both awaiting sentencing for their crimes, and Kimberly Vane was up for a life sentence for everything she’d done. All to cover her and her husband’s secret, unimaginable debts from gambling and their extravagant lifestyle they couldn’t afford. She’d been willing to kill to keep that under wraps. The scandal was still rocking the investment world.

				The remaining partners had abandoned ship with their clients to form a new firm, and after giving her a sizeable raise with benefits, she’d gone with them. Mostly because of Mr. Morales, who had begged her to stay on. Except for the ongoing trials, her life was almost back to normal. The only thing she struggled with these days was Reid’s frequent absences.

				Being left behind was hard, but at least now she had backup when she needed it. Her family couldn’t help because they didn’t really understand what it was like for her. She’d become close friends with some of the other wives, and that support network was a godsend whenever Reid was away.

				The homecomings were her favorite part of being a SEAL’s wife.

				Pushing open the wooden door, the scent of warm beer hit her, along with a cacophony of sound. Male voices and high-pitched feminine laughter, the crack of billiard balls and the drone from the TV on the far wall.

				Scanning the room, she spotted Reid at the bar with some of his teammates. Her belly did a joyous little flip. The SEALs were easy to pick out even in a crowd, and not necessarily because of the incredible shape they were in. They all radiated an absolute confidence that people noticed immediately. But she had eyes for only one of them.

				Her heart fluttered and a giant, sappy grin broke over her face as she stared at her husband. No matter how many times she saw him back safely after a mission or training exercise, it would never get old.

				She caught the attention of one of Reid’s teammates, who nudged him and nodded in her direction.

				Reid looked up, a smile of pure elation spreading across his face when he saw her. “There’s my girl,” he announced, leaving his beer on the bar to rush at her.

				She met him halfway and jumped into his open arms with a lump in her throat. She gripped him hard, holding him close as she buried her face in his neck. Breathing in his spicy scent calmed her, reassured her that this was real, that he was okay.

				“Hey, beautiful,” he murmured in her ear, hugging her tight. After a few moments he set her away from him and took her face in his hands, smiling down at her. “Miss me?”

				Only every second of the day. “Almost as much as you missed me,” she teased. He’d only been gone twelve days this time, though it seemed much longer. So far she hadn’t learned how to turn off the worry valve. The other wives had warned her to stop watching the news, but she couldn’t help it. She felt like she owed it to him to know what was happening, even though he usually couldn’t talk about it when he got back.

				Reid tsked. “Damn, that’s a lot. Might take us a week straight in bed to make up for it.”

				Hell, yes. “I’m up for the challenge. Oh, and I’ve got your dress whites pressed and hanging in the closet.” The last email she’d sent should give him plenty of instruction on what she wanted him to do to her while he wore them.

				Reid drew back enough to look into her eyes, his heated gaze full of longing. “Don’t know why you bother to keep pressing them. They never stay on me very long when you’re around.”

				“That’s because you in them is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.” The sight of him in his dress whites simultaneously filled her to bursting with pride and lust. That spectacular uniform featured in a lot of her naughty fantasies these days.

				Grinning, Reid bent to kiss her. His lips lingered against hers, the glide of his tongue making her wet and willing right there in the middle of the crowded bar. She didn’t care who saw them.

				“Get a room,” someone yelled from near the bar.

				Reid looked over his shoulder at the younger SEAL, one of the team’s bachelors. “You’re just jealous, Corrigan.”

				Becca slid her arm around Reid’s waist. “He’s surrounded by Frog Hog wannabes,” she commented, observing the flock of willing females no doubt hoping to take a bona fide SEAL home for the night. “Should we rescue him?” Though he didn’t look unhappy about his situation.

				“Nah. He’s been in tighter spots than that before. He’s okay.” Reid bent to speak close to her ear. “Wanna stay for a bit and say hi to everyone, or do you have other plans in mind?” His seductive tone left no doubt he meant the two of them alone and naked.

				“We can stay for a bit. The dress whites and my newest fantasy will keep.”

				His gaze sharpened.

				“If you recall, it involves you in them, commando in your dress pants, tied spread eagle to the bed—and at my mercy, by the way. Just in case you needed a reminder.”

				“Oh, Christ,” he moaned, lowering one hand to discreetly adjust the growing bulge in his jeans. “Fuck. All right, just a few minutes to say hi while I finish my beer, then we’re outta here.”

				She schooled her triumphant smirk into a mock scowl. “But I won’t sit back and watch any SEAL groupies come onto you, so be forewarned.” The place was crawling with them.

				He flashed her an innocent smile. “They can’t help it, beautiful. SEALs are irresistible to the ladies, as you know firsthand.”

				Becca poked him sharply in the ribs, fighting a laugh. “If you’re insinuating that I’m a Frog Hog, don’t even go there.”

				Reid rubbed his side, grinning. “Yeah, but you’re my Frog Hog.”

				The possessive way he said it made her melt a little. No matter how hard things got while he was away or during the times he couldn’t confide in her about his job, she’d never regret her decision to marry him. She was his Frog Hog, for better or worse. And damn proud of it.

				* * * * *
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