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Chapter One

Dean Gregory, code name Dagger, only had himself to blame for being back on Key West, even though he’d sworn he wouldn’t come back unless the military sent him. His last visit to the island had shaken him to the core and the memories still haunted him. But his pride had once again stomped on his common sense, leaving said common sense little more than a whimpering pile of pulp at the back of his skull.

The moment his buddies had doubted his friendship with Brice Benson, Hollywood’s current “it” actor, Dagger’s pride had flipped the switch in his head from cool and collected to just plain stupid. Right then and there in the middle of the barrack mess hall, he had called Brice and put the two-time Oscar nominee on speaker phone for everyone to hear.

Reflecting upon his act of extreme idiocy, Dagger tightened his grip on the steering wheel of his friend’s cherry red 1957 Corvette convertible as he turned onto Truman Avenue, Key West’s main drag. Of course, Brice had offered his mansion on the island to a bunch of Navy SEALs looking for a place to blow off some steam for a few days. The man was nothing if not a chest-thumping, dyed in the wool American who loved the military.

“Take my house, guys. I’ll be in Spain for two weeks, so the place will be sitting empty. There’s plenty of room, plus the boat, the jet skies, and the cars. Have at it guys.” Dagger swung his arm in front of his chest imitating a boy scout’s atta-boy as he finished mimicking Brice’s enthusiastic invitation.

Had that been the end of his conversation with Brice, things still would have been fine. He and six of his SEAL buds could hit the island, relax, and maybe find some hot local girls to curl up next to at night. Most importantly, he’d have some down time to contemplate his future and make some important decisions about his life. But when he had taken his best friend off speaker for a personal chat, Brice had dropped the bomb.

“Check in on Mia, Dagger. She’s still working at Butch’s marina and living alone in our parents’ house on the island. I’m sure she’s fine, but I can’t help worry about her.”

Brice’s request, simple as it may have sounded, had twisted Dagger’s belly into a dozen knots. Not out of concern for Mia Benson. Oh, hell no. That annoying little brainiac was too smart to get into any trouble, or at least get caught. Most likely her job at the marina was a covert cover for her real plans to somehow take over the entire island and make it her personal kingdom. Soon everyone on Key West would be shouting, “Hail, Mia” at the top of their lungs.

No. Seeing Mia again was a bad idea for very personal reasons.

Three years ago when he’d last seen her in the Keys, he damn near got blue balls for wanting her so badly. Luckily, she’d opened her sensual, though incredibly exasperating mouth. Sure, he could have easily stopped her provoking comments by kissing her. But, there were lines between him and Brice, invisible and unspoken lines, he wouldn’t cross.

Having an all night sex-a-thon and doing it in every room in the house as well as the car and the back yard with his best friend’s sister was definitely one of those lines. When the line was crossed, it could never be uncrossed. The deed would be done. Brice’s friendship meant far too much to jeopardize for a chance to tap Mia’s ass, no matter how cotton candy sweet it looked in a pair of jeans.

You keep telling yourself and the world that Brice is what’s keeping you from Mia. Eventually even you’ll start to believe that whopper of a lie.

Unfortunately, after knowing the red-headed know-it-all for twenty years, the pot simmering with both aggravation and craving for her was coming to a boil. The things he wanted to do to her, the things that kept him up at night, were enough to make him insane. If he didn’t end up wringing her neck from pure irritation from just talking to her, he’d have her over his shoulder and on their way to her bedroom for the lay of the century. Because that was what their fuckfest would be. Something for the history books. And once he started with her, he wouldn’t allow himself to stop until she was out of his system for good. He couldn’t continue living with her constantly invading his thoughts, his desires. He was a SEAL, damn it. He had to focus on his missions and protecting his buddies, not to mention his own hide.

Dagger parked the Vette alongside the white picket fence framing the front yard of the Benson’s conch house. The old two story home, a combination of Victorian and Bahamian style architectures, had been built by someone in the Benson family over a hundred years ago and had stayed in the family since. Though the home was ancient, the paint job wasn’t. The last time he’d been here, the house had been a bright yellow. Now a light blue with bright white gingerbread trim, the place had never looked better.

The sound of music drifted out from somewhere inside the house as soon as Dagger killed the engine. Strolling up the steps to the covered veranda, he felt the twangy beats of some country song vibrating over his skin. He knocked on the door several times, knowing good and well no one inside could possibly hear his arrival over the din, then let himself in.

Having vacationed with Brice and Brice’s family in Key West every summer from the time he entered junior high until Dagger joined the Navy, there weren’t too many nooks or crannies in this house he didn’t know as well his own home in Wisconsin. Finding Mia would be easy. Since all the French doors to the back porch and pool were wide open, he decided start his search in the back.

The sooner I’ve said hello, the sooner I can say good-bye. Then we’ll both be safe from each other. “I’ll find Coyote or Jonesin’ and we can check out this year’s crop of beach bunnies. Lord knows we can all use a good time after our last mission.” He nodded while he thought through his pep talk. “Then I’ve got to figure out what I’m doing with the rest of my life. I promised the Master Chief I’d have an answer about my reenlistment when I get back. I’ve put the decision off for too long already.”

Surrounded by mature palm trees and shrubbery, the expansive backyard completely shut out the rest of the island while providing pockets of shade, keeping the pool and anyone lounging nearby cool. At the end of the pool, he spotted Mia reclining in the shallow sun deck. God help him, the siren with sparks flying from her long copper hair didn’t have on a stitch of clothing other than a pair of large sunglasses.

Dagger stood frozen, unable to avert his gaze or move his feet. The scene before him, Mia leaning back on her elbows, her full breasts heaved out as if tempting the sun to touch them, could have been from one of his dreams. Further down, the shimmering water provided a shifting and fragmented view of dark auburn curls. She looked like a sexy mermaid whose tail had morphed into curvy legs and feet.

A bone chilling shiver quaked from his shoulders down his back as horror battled with desire. Mia was taboo. Forbidden fruit he shouldn’t even consider.

What are you doing? She’s Brice’s little sister.

Yah, like you haven’t told yourself that before.

But she certainly wasn’t little anymore. Only two years younger, she was now twenty-seven and looked every inch a woman. Long, tanned legs, flat stomach, and tits that would more than fill his large hands, the pretty girl he’d known and avoided like the plague had certainly grown up. Seeing her there, so fucking beautiful and so fucking enticing, charged his batteries and had his cock as hard as a battering ram.

Damn it, man. She’s Brice’s sister! Get the fuck out of here. Pronto.

Attempting to slip back inside the house without alerting her to his presence, Dagger slid back one foot and then another without turning around. When he thought he’d reached the French doors, he turned on his heel and slammed into a huge potted fern sitting on a metal stand. His breath caught as the plant stand shifted precariously onto one of its three legs. As though time had suddenly altered to slow motion, Dagger watched helplessly while the weight of the fern succumbed to gravity. It fell and shattered with one ear-piercing crash, sending pieces of fern and white glazed pottery across the pristine porch.

Dagger swore under his breath and looked back to the pool. Mia remained where she lay, though her sunglasses now topped her head like a sun goddesses’ crown. She picked up a remote control and pressed a button. The loud country music immediately silenced.

“I thought you SEALs are supposed to be quiet like ninjas.” She tilted her head toward him and raised her hand to her forehead, shielding her eyes. “Did you miss class the day they taught everyone how to be stealthy? Or did your commanders just take pity and pass you because they know you have the IQ of a squirrel?”

Her verbal jab landed a direct hit exactly where she had to know it would hurt him most. His pride. Her favorite target. Since her freshman year in high school when she had attended some of the same classes he did due to her above-average intelligence, she’d used her superior smarts to dog him whenever she could. Negotiating with a troop of Al Qaeda terrorists was easier than trying to carry on a conversation with her. The woman was clever. Much too clever for the likes of him.

Dagger took in a lungful of air and placed his mouth on safety while recanting the mantra learned in training. I am not letting this evolution get the best of me.

“Hello to you, too, Mia.” Though he tried to prevent it, he couldn’t keep sarcasm from slipping into this voice. Nor could he stop looking at her amazing breasts. “Nice to see you.” Truer words had never passed his lips. The little she-devil looked damned amazing.

She stood and tendrils of wet red hair fell over her shoulders. Water danced down her bronzed skin, seeping into intimate crevices he wished he could lick dry, then make moist all over again.

He mentally shook his head. You’re here as a favor to Brice. Get your head on straight. Find out how she’s doing, then leave her just the way you found her—untouched—at least by you.

“Nice to see me, too?” Mia stepped out of the pool. Her hips rocked like a boat on gentle waves as she sauntered to the house. “Do you like what you see, Dean?”

Dean. When was the last time someone had actually called him by his real name? Dagger had used his code name in the military for so long, he’d almost forgotten he had another name. Another life.

Refusing to bite her bait, Dagger focused his attention on the dirt and pottery spewed across the porch. “I made a mess over here. Why don’t you throw on a towel or something and get me a trash bag? I need to clean this up.” He lowered to one knee and picked several pieces of pot shards. Anything to avert his hungry stare from the luscious buffet of her body and hide the hard-on pressing against his shorts.

Two bare feet connected to perfectly shaped calves appeared in his peripheral view. Knowing all too well a triangle of delicious goodness hovered only inches from his face if he lifted his head, Dagger trained his gaze to the floor. “Seriously, Mia. Don’t you have a robe or something?”

“I thought Navy SEALs were tough and not afraid of anything.” She squatted, placing her mouth next to his ear. “Are you sure you’re really a SEAL? You seem awfully chicken to me.”

Dagger’s back muscles tightened and his pulse quickened. Both clear signs his involuntary defense mechanism had kicked into gear. Fight or flee. Kill or be killed. Luckily his military conditioning, which was as much a part of him as breathing, overrode the powerful urge to strike back, or worse, to lie her flat on her back and taste every inch of her.

“I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but you need to stop.” His lowered voice sounded exactly as he’d intended, intimidating and full of deadly warning. He’d been in enough bar room verbal scuffles to know just how effective his tone could be.

“I think you do know what I’m doing and I won’t stop. I refuse to let you ignore me anymore.”

Moving faster, he continued to pluck up broken ceramic and fern pieces and arrange them into a neat pile. “Ignore you? What are you talking about?” he asked, feigning ignorance. If she hit on him any harder, she’d knock him unconscious. “I could be fishing with my buddies or driving around the Atlantic on jet skis while I’m on leave. Instead, I’m here to see you.”

“Don’t act as if you don’t understand. You know damned well I’m telling the truth. Since we were kids, you’ve purposely pushed me aside and never gave me the time of day. In high school, you went out of your way to pretend I didn’t exist, even though you sat only three desks behind me. The last time you were here, you avoided me like I had some rare disease. But we’re all alone this time, Dean.” She breathed in to his ear. “Just you and me. No way you can overlook me today.”

He chanced a glance up, finding her intense green eyes, then immediately regretted taking his focus off the downed plant. Lust, longing, and something else lurked behind those emerald jewels. If he didn’t do something to get away from her and make it fast his secret reasons for not getting involved with any woman wouldn’t be enough to stop him from finally kissing her pert mouth and testing the firmness of her round breasts.

Dagger stood, then pulled a beach towel from the back of a whicker chair. “Here,” he grunted, tossing it back in her general direction. “If we’re going to have a friendly chat, which we are and nothing else, then you can at least look decent.”

Her audible and thoroughly peeved huff provided a small degree of satisfaction.

Score one for the SEAL.

While Mia covered herself, Dagger rooted around in the kitchen and found a beer. Drinking one of his two allowed alcoholic beverages per day here, instead of on the beach or out with his friends, grated his nerves. But things were going from bad to worse by the second. He had anticipated resisting the urge to bed her during this social call, but he hadn’t expected needing to fight her off. Doing so felt unnatural, like walking backward. And looking as fine as she did, Mia certainly didn’t fight fair.

Sucking down a cold one now and seeing her with something on would at least take the edge off his spiking libido. He opened a second beer and set it on the counter, steering clear of any scolding she’d probably hit him with about his manners.

She padded into the room, the towel wrapped tightly around her petite frame as though it were a cocoon. On an adorable scale, Mia’s pouty lips and tousled appearance would easily merit a rating of eight. No doubt she’d hit a score of nine or ten after a night of sex, when her hair would be disheveled and her mouth would be slightly swollen from a good dose of kissing.

Cut the shit, man. Take another drink and get those thoughts out of your mind.

Before she had a chance to throw any more accusations at him, he advanced with a preemptive strike. “You’re right about what you said out there, Mia, and I’m sorry about the way I’ve treated you. But the last thing two young guys want is to hang around a little sister.” Her mouth opened as if to rebut his comment, but he held up a finger to stop her and pushed on. “When we grew up, and I’m just being honest here, you seemed to go out of your way to say something specifically meant to piss me off.”

Not to mention you are the hottest, smartest girl I’ve ever known and I would have given my right nut to have dated you if I wasn’t so afraid of hurting you. Oh, and let’s not forget that you’re so damned sassy.

“Didn’t you ever wonder why I did that?”

“Did what? Purposely piss me off?” Dagger shook his head. “Nope. Never. I’ve always thought being annoying was your personality. Part of your DNA.” A cringe stole over him as soon as the words left his lips. Acting like a prepubescent fifteen year old boy was not his style. Not at all. If he caught any of his buddies behaving this way, he’d call them out for it.

So why am I carrying on like this? Next thing you know, I’ll be pulling her pigtails.

She rolled her eyes and huffed again. “The male species are truly a boneheaded lot.”

“You’re not helping your case.”

Color bloomed on her tanned cheeks. She balled her little hands into fists and thrust down her sides. “I was trying to get you to pay attention to me, you insensitive baboon. Even negative attention is better than none.”

Despite himself, her strong reaction only wanted to make him tease her again. But he was damned near thirty, too old for childish games. Mia was trying to make a point. He understood said point and also understood where she wanted things between them to go.

In another world where she was just another pretty face in a crowd, he’d happily travel down that road with her, even knowing she possessed a wicked tongue. For all her brassiness, she was the smartest, most intriguing woman he knew. She had balls, spunk, and was funny at times. To top off the list, her packaging was seriously “all that.” Too bad she also happened to be his best friend’s little sister.

Dagger drank deeply from the beer, savoring the sweet hoppyness of the dark brown liquid, then placed the bottle down on the counter with a thunk. The time had come to man up and set things straight for once and for all. No point in belaboring what he knew he had to do.

“Mia, I’d be lying if I told you I’ve never thought about you. I have more often than I really care to admit.” She leaned forward, pressing herself against the side of the kitchen island that separated them. “I hope you believe me when I say I’m sorry if I’ve ever hurt you.” He breathed in a lungful of air, preparing for the next few words, then he caught a whiff of her. Coconut oil mixed pleasantly with salt water from the pool. She smelled like summer. Man, did he love summer. “But you and I can never be more than just friends.” Dagger swallowed hard, doing his best to block her scent from infiltrating his senses. “That’s the way it has to be. End of story.”

He gauged her reaction, half expecting she’d crawl over the island, whip out some vicious cat claws and tear him to shreds. The thought wasn’t entirely unpleasant.

Instead of appearing disgruntled, angry, or even sad, a sly smile raised the corners of her saucy mouth and a devilish glint shone in her sparkling eyes. Dagger sensed the wheels and cogs of her brain twirling, formulating something he most likely wouldn’t like, nor have a weapon to protect himself against.

Mia made her way around the kitchen island, taking her time. When she stood within an inch of him, she looked up. Before he knew what she was doing, she raised herself on her toes and licked the tip of his nose.

“That is not the way it has to be.” She slid her hands down his chest, stopping at his waist. “We’re all alone in this big house, and we’re grown up. I’m old enough to take what I want. What I want, what I’ve always wanted, is you.”


Chapter Two

Mia might be many things, but she was not, nor would she ever be a fool. You and I can never be more than just friends. Oh please! That he even attempted to use that kind of line with her bordered on being offensive. But as badly as she’d like to call him on the carpet and tell him to stop being such a knuckle-dragging Neanderthal, Mia bit her tongue and held back. Clearly name calling and smart aleck remarks hadn’t worked in the past. Dean had made it very apparent that quite the opposite was true. If she was going to finally get him to pay attention to her in the manner she wanted, new tactics were needed. Instead of salt, she’d pour on some honey.

If that doesn’t work?

She tossed the thought aside and focused on Dean’s rather nice bulge behind his shorts and his breathing, which had become uneven since she stood before him, and placed her hands on his muscle-bound chest. He had jerked the tiniest bit when she’d said she’d wanted him.

That particular reaction might mean one of two things. Either he was slightly repulsed at her confession or a little bit turned on by it. Hard to tell how to interpret the movement just yet. His other body language outside had spoken an easy to read message since the moment he’d seen her in the pool. He wanted her, too. Didn’t he?

And as long as he was in town, she wouldn’t stop pursuing him until she finally knew his feelings about her for sure. If he didn’t come around this visit, she would throw in the towel. Wasn’t twenty years of being hopelessly in love with him long enough? Time had come to settle down, start a family, and get moving on with the next phase of her life. Spending the next twenty years saying no to men, potential possibilities, while waiting for him to finally love her back wasn’t an option anymore.

Listen to yourself. Are you crazy? Even if everything goes like gangbusters today, he’ll be gone before long. It’s not as though he’s living on the island and the two of you can start dating regularly. He’ll take off like he always does, and you’ll never know when you’re going to see him again.

Mia bit the inside of her cheek, trying to get herself back into the moment. She had to focus on today and let tomorrow take care of itself. He was here now, be here now.

Dean carefully removed her hands from his hips and held them. “Mia, you’re my best friend’s sister. You don’t seem to understand what that means.”

It means my mother and father had sex at least one other time than when Brice was conceived. And here we go again with the bit about being Brice’s sister. When will that lame excuse ever stay dead and buried?

The comeback quickly formed in her mind and damned near flew from her mouth. Luckily she stopped the flippant wise crack and censored her words before she spoke. “It means Brice cares about us both and has an interest in seeing that we’re happy. I can tell you right now, spending a day naked in bed with you would make me extremely happy. There’s your end of story, bub.”

Waving his index finger like an annoyed librarian, he retorted, “No. It means you and I will never be a ‘we,’ a ‘them,’ an ‘us,’ or any other sort of couple thing. I’m not going to have Brice want to cut off my nads because I couldn’t control myself around his sister. He might be the male version of America’s sweetheart, but you and I both know he can be downright mean when he’s ticked off.”

What a huge load of malarkey. Like Brice would even give a hook up between us a second thought.

Dean’s mighty words about Brice’s wrath and his admonishing finger might be saying no, no, no, but a hint of something—sadness? regret?—haunted his handsome features. Surely, he didn’t mean the nonsense he was babbling. Searching his eyes for more clues as to what lay hidden below the surface, she found herself getting lost in those dreamy baby blues.

How could it be no woman had ever called Dean hers? The big lug with legs as sturdy as tree trunks was utterly irresistible. Black shaggy hair that curled just beneath a strong square jaw, massive arms that were perfect for holding a girl tight, and a body so covered in cut muscles even other men stared at him with awe, Dean was the epitome of a manly man. Yet, to her knowledge, he had never been seriously involved with anyone. In high school, he didn’t date. Instead, he spent hours either fixing boat motors to help support his mom or hanging out with Brice.

That was then. And now?

Was he a love ‘em and leave ‘em kind of guy? Did he have a woman in every port like so many of the other SEALs she’d heard stories about? With his good looks and funny charm, he certainly could have. What woman in her right mind would be able to resist him?

Her gut told her no, he would never bounce from one girl to another. Not after all the love and care she’d seen him dote over his single mother. Plus, he’d always been respectful to women. With the exception of his having ignored her since the fateful day he’d met Brice, he went out of his way to be helpful and polite to the fairer sex, unlike so many testosterone-oozing cretins. But then again, what did her gut know? She’d been so wrong about so many things in her life. Why would her instincts about Dean be any different?

Right now, her gut told her if she was going to get past his feigned aversion to ticking off Brice, which wouldn’t happen even if her brother caught them in his bed, she needed to poke just a little bit more at his pride. Lord, how Dean loved his pride. So what if her attempt at using honey hadn’t lasted very long. Could she help it if salt came so naturally?

“Oh, I get it. So you’re afraid of Brice.” The prod was so easy to think of. Surely he wouldn’t be able to resist this carrot.

To her delight, his hand still holding hers tightened. Deep furrows dug into the skin between his brows.

“I’ve never been afraid of another man in my life.” True to form, his voice dripped with indignation.

“Then kiss me.”

The challenge tumbled from her mouth as any glib remark might—little emotion, all quick banter. Her expectation for his accepting the goad was low. He wasn’t exactly known for doing just anything when provoked, especially when the poke came from her.

In the milliseconds while she waited for his response through word or action, the world seemed to stop spinning. Her heart suddenly lodged in her throat. Her pulse raced in her veins as though she’d taken some kind of drug spiked with adrenaline. The dare and his reply took on a meaning she’d never intended. But there it was. More than ever before, she wanted his kiss. She needed his kiss. Hadn’t she loved him long enough to finally deserve to have her lips touch his?

“Please, Dean,” Mia whispered earnestly. She stared at him, hoping he’d read the desperate pleading she tried to convey through her eyes. “Just one kiss.”

He drew in a breath, his chest heaving slightly for the effort. Without saying a word, he bent his large frame and placed his full lips on hers. Gently, ever so gently, the softness of his perfect mouth pressed against her lips, sending a thrill of excitement throughout her body.

As though being lifted off the floor and onto a floating cloud, the muscles in the lower part of her anatomy numbed to a wobbly nothingness. Meanwhile, her middle warmed as a dozens of fireflies glowed and quivered within her belly. A pleasurable lightheadedness erased all thoughts save one.

More.

Mia craned her face up to better meet the kiss and extend it for as long as she possibly could. This moment had to last. It had to. She’d waited for what seemed like an eternity for it to happen. Heaven only knew if she’d ever get another. When she dared to part her lips to better taste him, she heard a faint groan. To her relief, the sound hadn’t come from her.

Did his one quiet utterance confirm what she’d hoped? Did he truly want her as much as she wanted him? Needing to know the answers, she mustered her courage and took a tiny step toward him, then reached up until her hands moved over his broad shoulders and connected behind his neck.

Dean didn’t pull away. Instead, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her to him, almost crushing her with the sudden ferocity of his movement. Her chest touching his, she could feel the wild, irregular pounding of his heart. The smell of spicy soap, sunshine, and fresh ocean breezes wafted from his tanned skin. She dug her fingers into his overgrown locks. Unlike his hard, chiseled physique, his hair was amazingly soft.

“Damn it. I shouldn’t be doing this,” he gasped against her cheek after breaking the kiss. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

I don’t want to hurt you.

Huh?

The words barely registered in her reeling brain. Why would he feel the need to say something like that? Years of his ignoring her had caused the real pain. There wasn’t much he could possibly do that would be worse than that.

“Don’t worry. I won’t let you,” Mia said on an exhale. Euphoria and desire stirred within, like an intoxicating cocktail, making her impatient for more. More Dagger, more kisses, more everything. All the indicators showed he was feeling the mood, too. Why was he stalling?

“How can you be so sure?”

His voice, so solemn, so sincere, took her by surprise. An effort was needed to work her way through the happy pink fog in her brain and formulate a proper response. “You’re a good man, Dean,” she answered with equal frankness. “I knew that the day you saved Brice from the bullies at school. You didn’t think twice to take on those idiot brutes to help my brother. To me, you’ve always been the knight wearing the white, shining armor. You’re my hero.” The only man I’ll probably ever love.

Apparently unmoved by her reply, he hesitated. Concern, dark and foreboding, etched into his handsome face. “Sometimes even heroes can let you down.”

Her mind turned over his statement, looking for its significance. Who had been the hero that let him down?

Was he referring to his father? He had to be. The man had abandoned Dean and his mother when Dean was only eight years old, leaving his child the one item Mia had seen several times, an old army issued dagger. To her knowledge, Dean valued that crusty knife as thought it were made of gold. He’d even had its likeness tattooed on the bicep of his right arm the day he turned eighteen. The well-inked image was the reason he’d been given his code name.

The spark of insight made twenty years worth of Dean’s odd, sometimes inexplicable behavior crystal clear. Her brother most likely had nothing to do with Dean’s avoidance of her. No. His motivation was much darker and deeper than that. If what she thought was true, he’d steered clear because he believed he might end up being like his dad.

I don’t want to hurt you. Just like his father had hurt his mother—and him.

The realization caused a powerful wave of emotions to roll through her, almost knocking her off her feet. Of course. The answer had been in front of her all along. All she had to do was look beneath the surface to understand. Oh God. How could I have been so blind?

“Dean, only you can control your actions. You are your own man.” Mia placed both hands on his cheeks and stared him in the eye, making sure there could be no misunderstanding. “I care about you, you big oaf. More than any man I’ve ever met. And I trust you. I’d put my life in your hands if I had to. I know you will never let me down. What’s happening, right here and now, is a good thing. Don’t you feel it in your bones?”

“Yes,” he murmured, his blue eyes filled with longing. “I do.”

With startling force, he claimed her mouth again, but this time, the kiss was deeper, his embrace tighter. He opened his mouth and greedily swept his tongue over hers. Darting and striking, its tip moved within her as though attempting to conquer her from the inside out.

Helpless to do anything but completely submit to her desire for him, she kissed him back, meeting every flick of his tongue with one of her own. He plundered her mouth, exploring its depths until she was nearly overcome with ecstasy induced delirium. The heat of the kiss, like a wildfire out of control, burned through her all the way to her soul.

She had expected Dean to be passionate but never imagined how profoundly intense he could be. If this kiss was a prelude of things to come, just what would the rest of the afternoon bring? Absolute bliss? Enthusiastic, sweaty sex the likes of which she’d never dared to wish for? The thought alone spurred a rush of cream to her pussy, further wetting the insides of her already slick thighs.

His skilled fingers skimmed the top of the towel until he found the tucked in end. A slight tug was all that was needed to undo the simple hold. The thick terrycloth fell silently to the floor and puddled around her bare feet. Dean’s hands, rough with calluses, slid down her back, tracing the curve of her waist as he went. When they finally rested on her hips, he rubbed his palms over the contour of her ass then squeezed.

“I’ve always thought your ass was amazing. Every guy in school thought so, too,” he said, his voice ragged. “I’ve been around the world a dozen times and seen some amazing looking women. But none has ever topped your beauty. Not a single damned one.”

Though the summer sun had warmed the entire house to an almost uncomfortable temperature, Mia shivered as Dean stood back and examined every inch of her body. From her head down to her French-tipped toes, his hungry gaze took her in.

Too afraid to speak lest he come to his senses and decide to leave, Mia stood still and waited for Dean’s next move. She didn’t have to wait long. With one motion, he easily lifted her and placed her bare ass on the island counter. Hands firmly planted behind her and her legs dangling over the edge of the cold granite top, Mia leaned back, allowing him free rein to do as he pleased.

Instead of coming to her, Dagger turned and opened the door to the freezer. He dug around the frozen meats and vegetables, clearing looking for something specific.

“Just give me a second,” he said over his shoulder. “There you are.” A triumphant grin turned up his lips when he pulled out a box of Popsicles. “I knew they would be in here somewhere.” He set the colorful package on the counter and sifted through its contents until he withdrew a red frozen treat. While he unwrapped the Popsicle from its wrapper, he glanced at Mia. “Strawberry is my favorite.”

Disbelief at his sudden disinterest had her head spinning. Was a kiss really all he was willing to give her? What had happened to all the urgency? All the fire?

“Seriously? You’re going to eat that thing while I’m sitting here butt naked?”

Something wicked flashed across his face as he waggled the pop in her direction. “If we’re going to do this, and it looks like we are, then prepare yourself. I wasn’t lying when I told you I think about you. Now you’re going to find out exactly what I’ve been thinking about, and things are going to get wild.”


Chapter Three

There was little doubt as to what Dean planned on doing with the strawberry popsicle, and Mia was fairly certain it was illegal in at least seven states. That he would even think of something so wanton, so unrestrained was beyond titillating.

Maybe she hadn’t given him enough credit in the imagination department. Although he’d always been fun and a bit of a jokester, his creative side generally leaned toward diesel engines, particularly how to get them to work or run faster. Maybe all his traveling in foreign countries had introduced him to kinky kinds of lascivious acts.

If that’s the case, please let him do all those things to me today.

A thought passed by her as she sat waiting for him to make his way from the freezer and start doing naughty things to her. Here she sat naked as the day she was born and he was completely dressed. Unfair to say the least.

Mia held up her hand. “Hold on there, frogman. Before you show me the latest in frozen juice weaponry, I think we need to even out the playing field a little bit.”

He tilted the Popsicle forward, making it appear oddly limp in his big hand. One brow raised comically over his bright blue eye. “And how do you suggest we do that?”

The way he phrased the question had her brain moving a hundred miles an hour. Seeing him do a strip tease would be fun, although she’d most likely laugh the entire time. Few men looked good dancing and shaking their hips while trying to rip off their clothing. Who knew? Maybe Dean was one of those guys. Channing Tatum’s moves with Dean’s obscenely large and gorgeous body? It was all the makings of one hell of a fantasy.

She would have to remember that when he left, because he eventually would have to. Probably too soon. The SEALs didn’t get to stay on leave for long. He could be called back at any time, so each minute they spent together was a gift. When she might see him again was anyone’s guess. That wasn’t exactly a happy thought, and she sure didn’t want to think of his leaving now. He was here in her home and, come hell or high water, from this moment on she didn’t plan to waste even a second of the time she had.

“We aren’t going to do anything. You, however, will take that torture device in your hand and place it on the counter. Then you will take off your clothes until you aren’t wearing anything but a smile.” She adopted what she perceived to be the serious facial expression of a drill instructor. “You got that, sailor?”

He straightened his posture until he was stiff as a board, then saluted using quick, precise movements. “Yes, ma’am.”

A giddy flush heated Mia from the inside out. Oh, the pleasures she could imagine if he would follow every directive she laid on him. Perhaps that was something to look into later.

For being such a large man, Dean was extremely graceful, she noted as he peeled off his shirt. He swung the cotton T in circles over his head, then let the garment fly into the living room. His disappearing shirt wasn’t the real show though. His washboard abs were.

Completely smooth, save the light dusting of dark hairs leading from his navel to what lay hidden beneath his khaki cargo shorts, his bronzed chest was a marvel to behold. A true piece of art. Between the individual abdominal muscles were deep gorges, giving his stomach a sculpted look. Atop were two rounded, well-defined pecs topped off by dusky nipples. Below, his groin muscles budged above the waist of the low rise shorts then narrowed, making a perfect pathway to his awaiting cock.

Mia swayed slightly. If what lay unseen behind his shorts was anything like his upper body, he would certainly be the biggest man she’d ever taken to her bed. Granted, she didn’t have more than a few men to compare him to, thanks to years of brushing off guys while waiting for Dean to finally notice her. But as things were shaping up, her patience would soon be paying off in spades.

Dean posed for her, flexing his biceps as he turned his clenched hand this way and that. His dagger tattoo looked amazingly real on his arm.

“These are military-issued guns. Cocked, loaded, and ready for action.” He kissed each enormous mound. “Impressed?”

Boy, was she ever. Telling him though would only stroke his already hulking ego. “Are they inflated to help you stay buoyant when you’re on water missions? Do the other SEALs tie a rope around your ankle and toss you out to drowning victims?”

He shook his head and smiled, creating the most adorable crinkles near the corners of his eyes. “You are a clever girl.”

“That’s what I hear.” Mai pointed to his shorts. “You’ve still got on more clothes than I do, petty officer. If I need to remind you again, you’re going to drop and give me fifty.”

“Since I’m supposed to be on vacation and not even thinking of working out, I guess I had better take them off.”

He kicked off his leather sandals, sending them soaring across the kitchen. They landed with a bang near the table. Before he undressed any further, he reached into a pocket of his cargo shorts, pulled out a pager and his wallet, then placed them on the counter. “Sorry. Gotta keep an eye on the pager.”

“I know, I know. You may get recalled. Whatever. Just keep going.”

Waggling his eyebrows, Dean popped open the snap at the top of his shorts then took his sweet time unzipping the zipper. In an unexpected move, he turned on his heel. With the waistband of the shorts firmly in his grips, Dagger slowly shimmied the khaki material down his muscular legs. When it pooled around his feet, he stepped out of the puddle.

She couldn’t be sure, but his tighty-whities didn’t exactly look military issued. Stretched snuggly across his ass, the briefs accentuated each rounded buttock in a most delicious manner. Mia licked her top lip. His was a backside she wouldn’t mind sinking her teeth into.

Note to self. Hold on to those cheeks when he’s riding you and see if they are really as firm as they look.

He tossed her a glance over his shoulder. “Think you can handle the rest?”

Unwilling to continue feeding his self-esteem, Mia let out a huff of exasperation. “You’re stalling. If you’re that embarrassed about the size of your package, then let’s call the whole thing off. I already got my kiss. No need to draw this thing out.”

“You say that now,” he growled, shaking his narrow hips provocatively. “But I think you’ll change your mind once I release the Kraken.”

Mai groaned. “Leave it to a Navy man to compare his goods to a sea creature of gigantic proportions. If there are tentacles on that thing, I don’t—”

“Shh.” He cut her off. “I think it’s awake.”

Now the real show begins. If I had only known, I would have brought a wad of twenties.

He grabbed the sides of his briefs. Bending his stiffened back, Dean dragged the tight material over the curved mass of his ass and down his legs. When he reached the floor, a quiet gasp escaped her mouth. Between his spread legs dangled two perfectly round balls and a thick length of cock, the head of which looked as big as a plum and just as nicely colored.

“I heard that.”

Heat rose to from her neck to her cheeks. Busted.

She scrambled for a quick come back, but her mind was too wrapped around his junk to think clearly.

He stood and turned back around, giving her a full view. Excitement coiled deep inside her belly. Before her stood a warrior. A warrior with a shit eating grin on his face, true. But a warrior nonetheless.

Tanned, tight, and not an ounce of fat on him, Dean could have been a Spartan who stepped through time. Lord help any terrorist who happened to come across him on a mission. He looked strong enough to rip a bad guy apart, bit by bit, leaving nothing behind other than small, unidentifiable pieces. Thank goodness, he was on our side.

Though she had seen him in swimming trunks many times during the summers they hung out together in Key West, Mia had never seen him completely naked. The whole picture. Now that she had, she wanted to kick herself for not trying to take a peek through Brice’s bedroom door years ago. There would have been hell to pay had she been caught, but the consequences would have totally been worth the reward.

Holy frijoles.

Heart pounding like a kettle drum, Mia clutched the edges of the counter to keep herself from falling to the floor. She was moments from touching every hard plane of his body, running her tongue along the chiseled flanks of his muscles, and taking his hard cock deep inside her wanting pussy.

Is this all real?

Her cunt squeezed in anticipation. She could feel the mounting pressure between her legs and her nipples tighten. Her entire body thrummed with building desire. She had never been so turned on in the entire twenty-seven years of her life.

Dean picked up the melting Popsicle and strode toward her. Lust now burned behind his sparkling blue eyes where laughter had danced only moments before. His composure morphed from class clown to serious hunter. When he reached her, he lifted the dripping treat to her mouth and brushed the cold tip over her bottom lip.

Mia licked at the coating of strawberry juice, relishing its sweet yet tangy flavor.

“You like?” he asked.

Unable to find her tongue, she nodded her reply.

Once again, he glided the frozen pop over her lips. This time he leaned in and placed his mouth on hers. He parted her lips and tasted her fully, feasting on her tongue, her teeth, and the delicate roof of her mouth. When he’d had enough, he broke the kiss, but not before taking the opportunity to gently nip her bottom lip.

“I like, too. Strawberry is a good flavor on you.” He dabbed the treat on both her cheeks then followed up with a lapping kiss. “Tastes good there, too. I wonder what it’s like on your neck.”

Before she had a moment to prepare herself, he rubbed the frosted Popsicle on a patch of flesh just between her ear and jaw, then along the side of her neck. She sucked in a startled breath. Her back stiffened and goose bumps flared over her skin as cold shock mingled with unrestrained excitement. Heat replaced cool when Dean’s hot tongue traced the wet trail.

He continued further down from her shoulders to her chest, then made rings around one of her breasts. Each circle became smaller as the pop traveled to the top of her tit, stopping only after he’d swiped at the tip of her nipple. Her back arched voluntarily when his mouth latched into her tender peak.

Mia’s grip on the counter tightened as he increased the suction. Exquisite pain radiated from her chest to the apex of her sex, prodding more warm cream to flow to her feminine folds. When he grazed her nipple with his teeth, she cried out and let her head fall back, completely giving herself over to wonderful sensation.

After thoroughly licking and sucking the one breast, he repeated the slow torture on the second. The Popsicle was melting faster now having been out of the freezer for so long. Tiny rivulets of red juice streamed down the valley of her abdomen and continued on to the juncture between her legs. No doubt she’d be sticky as a candied apple by the time Dean finished brandishing his frozen tool. Or would he be so thorough with his licking that he would find every last syrupy drop?

I certainly hope so.

“You taste so fucking good,” he rumbled into her belly as he made his way further down. “So sweet. So very sweet.”

He’d taken such time and care with his foreplay that her pussy pulsed with aching need. When he reached her mound, she was wet and ready for his undivided attention. Each beat of her galloping heart sent forward a throb of want, creaming her cunt in keen expectancy.

Shifting his hold of the frozen pop, Dean swirled the tip over and under the hood of her clit. The muscles in her legs tensed and her fingernails bit into the underside of the counter as a mighty tremor surged deep within. At once the frosty treat chilled her nub, but his hot mouth soon followed. Lazy twists of his lithe tongue soothed the inflicted pebble while inciting movement from her hips to better feel every minute stroke. He alternated slow swipes of the Popsicle with laps of his mouth. She had never known such unadulterated ecstasy.

When she thought she couldn’t last a moment longer, he subtly moved to a lower target. After spreading the sensitive folds of her pussy with his fingers, he swiped the pop up and down her length, delivering a chilly thrill that curled her toes. Then he placed his mouth on her and licked all around before plunging it far into her channel.

“Dean,” Mia called on a ragged breath. “That feels amazing. I can’t believe what you’re doing to me. Where did you learn how to do such naughty things?”

“I’m glad you like it.” He looked up, his eyes shining like polished sapphires. “I had a feeling you would. You can thank an overactive imagination for everything.” He placed the remains of the strawberry Popsicle in his mouth and slowly withdrew it. “How do you like this?”

With unimaginable gentleness, he inserted the Popsicle into her pussy. The walls of her cunt tightened around the cold treat, making her squirm in a most delicious way.

“And now this.” Dagger bent over her clit and latched on, sucking and tugging, while slowly pushing and pulling the melting pop in and out of her. The combined effect had bright sparks of light dancing in front of her face as though the kitchen had magically morphed into a sparkly kingdom of fornication.

Mia dared to let go of the counter and grabbed fistfuls of his mink-like hair, wanting even more. “Yes. Oh, yes. I love that. Don’t stop.”

And more was what she got. For several blissful minutes, she enjoyed his skillful manipulation of her body. He clearly was in no hurry. Time was not an issue. Only her pleasure, which he lavished on her like a queen.

Far too soon, however, the rising need to come overpowered her ability to hold her release at bay. Her back arched and her ass lifted from the counter as an orgasm crested, taking her over the edge of restraint and into mindless sensation. Every nerve ending tingled and every muscle contracted while wave after wave of electrified pulses flowed from her rapture. No matter what they did for the rest of their time together, Dean couldn’t top the incredible way she felt at this moment.

But I sure won’t mind if he tries.

Apparently satisfied with his efforts, Dean drew back and licked his smiling lips. He reached for his wallet and pulled out a small foil packet. He ripped open the square, removed the condom, and winked. “It’s ribbed for your pleasure.”

She couldn’t resist a laugh that bubbled up from her like effervescent champagne. “I assure you, ribbed or not, I will be pleased. You’ve blown my socks off already. Anything else is going to be icing on the cake.”

“Blowing socks off is a specialty of the SEALS, among other things of course. There’s a class we have to take for that. I aced all my tests.” Starting at the head of his cock, he slipped a loose fist over the engorged tip, then slid his hand over the entire length several times until it shined with a thin coating of pre-cum.

Watching him manhandle himself was the biggest turn on she’d ever experienced. “I can’t tell you how hot that is.”

“I’ll note that for further reference. Right now though, I’d like to finish what I’ve started with you.” Dean glided the condom over his girth. He plucked her from the countertop as though she weighed next to nothing. “Now wrap your legs around my waist. Good.”

He grabbed hold of her ass to keep her anchored securely. Then, using immeasurable care, he eased Mia onto his hard cock, impaling her soaked chamber. Her breath caught as he continued to sink deeper, filling her completely.

“Yes. So tight. You feel so good,” he murmured into her ear.

Slowly at first, then faster, he thrust into her, robbing her breath with each powerful push. His skin grew slippery as a light sheen of perspiration glossed his back. Mia clasped her hands behind his neck and held on. This was one ride she did not want to see cut short.

Grunting from his efforts, Dean plunged further, harder. He swayed a little, then pushed Mia’s back against the refrigerator while still pumping with vigorous strokes.

She met his every movement with her own, pounding her lower body against the solid strength of his frame. Her heart hammered in her chest. The room around them became little more than a blur. Close to reaching her second climax, Mia focused on squeezing her core tightly to coax him into coming. As she succumbed to the ultimate peak, Dean joined her with a shuddering roar and a final, mind-blowing thrust.

For several moments, they stayed in that position while they waited to catch their breaths. The cold metal refrigerator door helped cool her heated body. If only there was something she could lean against to ease her racing mind.

He had what he wanted. True, she had, too. Having orchestrated the entire scene after a heads-up phone call from her brother, she would have been hugely disappointed had Dean not stayed and finally put them both out of the sexual misery they had suffered for so long. But now their urgent act of passion was over. What would be her next move? She was so certain she’d never get this far, she hadn’t bothered engineering anything else.

She leaned her forehead into his broad shoulder and took in his soothing masculine scent. To her amazement, his grip on her ass tightened. “Ready for a swim as an end to the first act?”

Surprised, Mia pushed back until she could see his handsome face. Was he kidding? “First act? Just how many acts are in this play?”

He frowned after glancing at the kitchen clock as though giving the matter serious consideration. “I’d say at least ten. It’s still early and, unless you’ve got some place to be, there’s a few more, ah, camera angles,” he wagged his eyebrows, “I’d like to show you today. Keep in mind I’ve spent a lot of time on ships and in sniper holes with nothing to do other than perfecting moves in my head while I waited.”

An intoxicating feeling, like drinking warmed brandy on a brisk night oozed from her bones to her pores. Ten more times meant he’d be with her for the rest of the day and into the night. There couldn’t be a better way of spending an evening or satisfying her need for him she’d built up over so many years.

Don’t forget, he’ll soon be gone. Unless something short of a miracle happens, all of this is just temporary, even after a full day of lovemaking. You’ve got just this evening. Maybe a few more days. Don’t start believing there’s more to this than there really is. If you do, you’ll break your heart.

Yes, yes, but he’s here now. Stop being such a worry wart.

Dean lifted her and set her down on wobbly legs. She placed her hands on the counter as casually as she could to keep herself upright. She was no virgin to be sure, but she’d never had a sexual experience that actually left her swooning. If they did have sex for the rest of the day, would she live to tell the tale?


Chapter Four

Slits of sunlight filtered into the bedroom despite efforts in closing all the plantation shutters the afternoon before. Of course, at the time Dagger had shut them for privacy. Considering all the unspeakable things he had done to her throughout the night, the decision was wise.

Now that a new day was dawning and the passion from the evening had been spent, and then spent some more, had his decisions from yesterday been so smart?

No.

Getting sexually involved with Mia, though absolutely mind-blowing and more exciting than he’d ever imagined, only made his life more complicated. Though he had tried to screw her to the point he’d get her completely out of his system, he hadn’t. Like a strong virus that had gotten into his blood, she lingered, unwilling to let him be. Unfortunately or fortunately, he wasn’t quite sure which yet, there didn’t seem to be a cure.

She’s been everything he’d wanted and more. From loving and gentle at times, kinky and downright nasty at others, she embodied all the characteristics of a great lover. The time she’d tied him to the bedpost with her bra straps, then proceeded to whip his ass with a thin leather belt, had been a highlight of their evening, without doubt. He knew she was a take charge kind of girl, but damn! He never saw that side of her coming. Their incredible night had ended a short two hours ago when they had finally collapsed in a worn out heap.

Dagger glanced to his left, noting the black, thirty-four D cup bra dangling from the post and smiled.

Oh yes. We had one hell of a time.

Facing Brice and explaining he’d ravished his sister wasn’t going to be a fun conversation. But then again, there was a good chance Brice already knew and may have been the mastermind behind this whole situation. Brice wasn’t a stupid man. Most likely, his best friend had known about Dagger’s infatuation for his little sister for a long time. Mia had never been coy about her feelings. Regardless, hopefully his friendship with Brice would stand this awkward trial.

His relationship with Brice was only one of the cruel realities that waited now that the harsh light of day was shining. Dagger couldn’t pretend they weren’t there. They lurked around in his head as quietly as a herd of charging rhinos.

Was he going to reenlist and stay in the Navy? If he didn’t, what exactly would he do? Become a glorified mechanic who just happened to have sharpshooting skills, could tread water for hours at a time, and had the ability to kill a man with his bare hands?

And then there was the question of getting seriously involved with someone. Was he the kind of guy who could settle down, marry a nice girl, and have kids? After almost twelve years in the military, most of which was with his SEAL team, would this kind of life be enough?

Having a family hadn’t been right for his father. The old man, who had retired from the Army before finally marrying Dagger’s mother, had gone from job to job, looking for the kind of work that made him happy. When his father was at home, he’d pace their small house from front porch to back step as though he were a caged tiger. Restless and moody. Sometimes he drank more than he should and took his frustration out on the only people he allowed to get close, his wife and son. After a few years of living in captivity, good ol’ dad finally bugged out, leaving just enough money to get his family through the rough Wisconsin winter. And a dagger.

Dagger rubbed the tattoo on the bicep of his right arm. The blade’s image was a reminder to never forget. And he hadn’t. He never forgot the pain and suffering he and his mother had endured as they made it on their own, sometimes barely having enough food to keep their growling bellies full. He never forgot what it was like waking up to see his own breath as he rose out of bed because they were too poor to turn the heat up in the house. And he would never forget seeing his mother put on a brave face for him, even though her loneliness must have been unbearable. The one love of her life had left them both. She had never recovered. To his knowledge, she refused to see other men, let alone date one, up through the day she died of cancer.

Was he like his father? Would he ever be content with a regular job and a family? He loved being a SEAL where he traveled around the world with his buddies and did interesting things. True, his work had nearly cost him his life on more than one occasion, but the danger was the ultimate adrenaline rush.

Still…

Although the military offered so much, he couldn’t shake the empty void inside his heart and head that nagged relentlessly, keeping him from being fully content. What he needed to fill the hole, he couldn’t be sure. Most times he refused to think about it. Instead, he turned his mind to Mia and the various states of undress he’d like to see her or the lingerie she possibly owned.

Mia.

Smart, sassy, sexy Mia. She incited the best and the worst out of him. She was over the top, bossy, and needled him to no end. She challenged him, and he did love a good challenge. Damned if the beautiful redhead wasn’t everything he wanted. Of all the women in the world he could choose from, why had his heart chosen her?

And why did you think about sneaking out this morning while she slept?

Dagger stared at the ceiling fan as the blades made continuous, soundless circles, trying to figure out the answer to that difficult question.

Maybe you’re more like your father than you want to know. Love them and run without a backward glance.

No! I’d never do that. I’m not my father. I’m better than him.

Or are you just chicken? Afraid of getting too close? Afraid to commit?

Before he could ponder the thought more, an alarm went off. Mia reached out an arm and pounded the clock until the loud beeping noises stopped. She turned, took a quick glance at him, then pulled the sheet and blanket over her head.

Dagger laughed at the hilarity of her unanticipated move. As always, Mia was full of surprises.

“I know I’m not a handsome man in the morning, but am I that bad?” He didn’t even try to hold back the mirth from his tone.

“No,” she answered back, her voice muffled from the covers. “I am.”

“I seriously doubt that.” Dagger grabbed a handful of the blanket and drew it back.

Flaming red hair a wild mess, mouth slightly swollen, and her emerald eyes still full of sleep, she looked absolutely stunning.

Yep, I called it. On the adorable scale, she rates a ten the morning after a thorough night of sex.

Even lower, he could see her pert breasts, flat stomach, and a thatch of crimson curls. His heart skipped a beat and his cock roared to life. The worries that plagued him only moments before now seemed less important. He’d have to deal with them soon, much sooner than he wanted. While Mia was still around though, those problems would have to wait.

“Ugh. You’re right. You’re pretty hideous.” He quickly tugged the cover back into place.

“Very funny.” She sat up, a less than amused look covering her features. As she ran her fingers through the tangles in her long hair, she nodded toward the pup tent that had sprung up over his groin. “Seems your other brain doesn’t think I look all that bad. After going at it all night, I can’t believe it’s not broken. Aren’t you tired?”

“I’m fine. I’m used to only getting a few hours sleep.” He caught Mia’s wrist and tugged until she lay nicely snuggled next to him. He’d love to take her again. Make her climax as he came at her from behind, his favorite position. But she was most likely sore after their day together. She needed a break, especially if he planned on seeing her this evening.

Are you going to see her again?

The damage is already done. In for a penny, in for a pound. Isn’t that how the old saying goes?

Why not?

He wrapped his arm around her narrow waist. She was warm and soft. Two things he generally didn’t find in his bed. If he wasn’t careful, having her here like this was something he could easily get used to.

“And you? Why aren’t you still wandering around in slumber land?” he wanted to know. “It’s Saturday.”

She laid her head on his chest and yawned. “Because I have to work. Nearly everyone who rents a slip at the marina comes in to take out their boat on Saturdays. It’s one of our busiest days. I’ve got to get up and get ready to go.”

A slight stab of disappointment pierced his happy mood. For reasons he wasn’t sure he wanted to admit, he’d hoped he could spend a little more time with Mia. “Yeah. Sure. Do what you have to. I’ve got tons of stuff to do myself. The guys and I are going to do a little fishing today. Maybe take out Brice’s wave runners.”

Truth was he had no idea what the other members of SEAL Team Arapahoe were doing today. After they had landed at Naval Air Station Key West, tore off in Jeeps to get to Brice’s house, and threw their bags in their rooms, each of them had scattered to the four winds. Most likely Ice had hooked up with Syn, his long-time girl-in-waiting. Jagger was supposed to be picking up some chick at the airport with Trip. Ghost had a hottie that was supposed to be in town, too. As for Coyote and Zeus, who knew what they had gotten themselves into past their first beer? They weren’t the kinds of guys who would want to sit still for long though, unless they were in a jail cell.

If he sincerely wanted a clean break from Mia, now was the perfect time. She could go her way and he could go his. No hard feelings. No one gets hurt.

“I get off at five. If you want, you can pick me up at the marina. I’m sure Butch is anxious to see you. Plus, I’d like to spend a little more time with you if that’s okay.”

He stared into her dark green eyes. Just like yesterday, something lurked behind them and silently pulled at his heart strings.

Oh yes, she is a virus and there is no cure.


Chapter Five

“Well, I’ll be a salty dog. Look what the surf washed up.”

Butch McMann stepped back from the diesel engine in his marina’s boat repair shop. The old Navy Chief tipped back the faded denim cap he’d habitually worn since God was a baby, then wiped his deeply tanned hands on a towel hanging from the pocket of his khaki shorts. As usual, the only other items he wore were a pair of ankle socks and ancient tennis shoes. His shirtless upper body was coconut brown except for the thick patch silver chest hair. If anyone knew how to sport a Key West look, it was Butch McMann. He practically invented it.

Dagger flashed a smile and patted Butch’s rotund, hard-as-a-rock belly. “You’re looking good old man. You haven’t changed a bit since the last time I saw you.”

“Hell, no, I haven’t.” Butch heaved his barrel chest. “If I were any sexier, I’d have to beat off the ladies with a stick. You know, there are more horny widows on this Key than on the entire state of Florida, and half of them have already given me the pleasure of their sweet company, if you know what I mean.”

“You don’t say.”

“I do say. It’s the gospel truth. I’m a babe magnet.” The retired Chief’s bright hazel eyes, keen and assessing, scanned every inch of Dagger. “You’re not looking too bad yourself, boy. I guess the Navy is feeding you all right. But that hair.” He frowned and shook his head. “Back in my day, a man in the service wore his hair short.” He removed his cap and brushed his palm over the prickly tips of white flat top. “It’s a good look. Also helps a fella stay cool in this damned heat.”

Mindful his dark brown hair now reached his shoulders, far from the typical regulation cut, Dagger shrugged. “It’s a SEAL thing. I’m supposed to blend into a crowd. If I walked around the Middle East with a buzz-cut like yours, I’d be dead within five minutes.”

“If having long hair keeps you safe, then I say grow it down to your ass.” Butch drew Dagger in for a hug and whacked him several times on the back. “It’s good to see you, Dean. I heard you were coming into town with a bunch of your SEAL buddies and staying at Brice’s place. Was hoping you’d break away to come by and see me. Here,” Butch pulled a beer from a red cooler near his tool chest and popped the top. “Have a drink on me.”

“I couldn’t come back without checking in on you and the marina, old man. I spent so many summers here helping you fix old boats, this place is like my second home.”

Dagger took in the familiar place. Build back in the fifties, Butch’s Marina wasn’t one of Key West’s biggest or best marinas. It boasted only sixty-five boat slips, a well-worn repair shop, a gas pump, and an office where the locals generally bought their bait and beer before heading out for a day of fishing. Despite the age of the property, everything looked well maintained. The condition of the facilities and his long-standing business was a testament to Butch’s uncompromising demands of keeping everything he owned ship-shape.

“The other seven guys blew the coop as soon as they threw their duffle bags in their rooms,” Dagger added. “At this moment, they’re scattering to places unknown, looking for trouble. I sent them all texts. Waiting to hear back from most of them.”

Butch shook a gnarled thumb toward the marina office. “Well, if you’re looking for trouble, Mia’s in there behind the desk. I hear you’re taking her to dinner tonight.” He regarded Dagger beneath shaggy eyebrows. “She looks like she didn’t get a wink of sleep last night, but she’s got a perky hitch to her giddy-up. Also been complaining about her legs being sore. You know anything about that?”

Dagger choked on a sip of beer, making his eyes water. “Jeez, Butch.”

“That’s what I thought.” He took a long draw from his own bottle. “You two were always running around, mooning over each other. Guess it was only a matter of time before nature had her way.”

“It’s not what you think.” An overpowering need to defend himself and Mia sprung forward like a jack in the box toy. “We’re just good friends.”

“Sure, sure,” Butch nodded, clearly unconvinced. “And I’m Davy Jones looking for my missing locker.” He waved his hand as though dismissing the charade. “I know you two kids better than you know yourselves. But if you ask me, and I know you haven’t, I say it’s about damned time. No more silly games. I just want you to promise me a front row seat to your wedding. That’s an event I don’t want to miss.”

A vise-like grip tightened around Dagger’s chest. He struggled for a breath as though he’d just been punched in the gut. “Marriage? Who said anything about getting married? I’m still in the Navy, dropping out of planes and tracking down bad guys. I don’t have time for a wife.”

“Then you’re going to miss out, boy. Yes, sir,” the old man added while scratching the thick stubble on his chubby cheek, “you need to get Mia while you still have the chance. There’s fellas circling around this place like a bunch of hungry vultures. I see them hanging around the office every day, waiting for her to finally give in. How she’s lasted this long, I’ll never know.”

An irrational current of possessiveness sizzled uncomfortably in Dagger’s blood and then burned in his belly like a stove full of hot coals. Mia in another man’s arms? Kissing another man’s lips?

The reaction was ridiculous. Of course, it was. He had no right to care what she did or with whom. They had spent one amazing day together, that was it. Sure, they might have grown up together and, if he were honest with himself, he might be in love with her. But—

Whoa. Where did the L word come from?

Butch put his beer down on the workbench with a thud, disturbing Dagger’s thoughts. He then spread his arms out wide. “Take a good look at me, Dean. What do you see?”

The unexpected question threw Dagger off balance. “What?”

“I said,” the old man repeated a little louder, “what do you see?”

Dagger hesitated. This had to be a trick question. All he saw was a shirtless old man with a hardened Buddha belly in a pair of baggy shorts. Other than that, Butch’s ancient cap, and his long overdue need to wear more sun screen, Dagger couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. “Listen, I’m not good at pop quizzes.”

“I’ll tell you what you see, then.” Butch took a moment to settle his considerable girth atop a wooden stool. Apparently, this would be his pulpit from which he would conduct his sermon. “This may come as a surprise to you. Behind this sexy exterior is a lonely man.”

Though the urge was strong, Dagger resisted letting out a laugh, as well as a groan. He stepped closer to the man who was more like a dad than his own biological father and put a hand on his leathery shoulder. “I’m not one-hundred percent sure where you’re going with this, but—”

“No, you don’t,” Butch cut in with a scowl. “What I’m about to tell you is important. Give me a chance to finish before you go poppin’ off your mouth.”

Dagger put his hands up in acquiescence. “Sorry. Sorry. Please do carry on.”

The salty dog grunted his approval of Dagger’s apology and repositioned himself on his perch. “I’ve had a good life. I’ve done what I wanted to do when I wanted to do it, including spending thirty-five years in the Navy, buying this here marina, and living on my boat. In my almost eighty years of living I can think of only one regret. That regret is never finding a good woman to love and having my own family. You, Brice, and Mia are the closest I have to kids. And as much as it looked like I was damned happy to see you all leave each summer, I wasn’t. I counted the days until I knew you would be back.”

Little did the weathered sailor know, Dagger felt much the same way. As much as he loved his mother, Brice’s family had become his own. And despite Butch’s grumpy demeanor, Dagger loved being around the old man. Butch had taught him everything he knew about boats, motors, and fixing engines. Dagger had looked forward to coming to the island as much for getting away from his difficult life in Wisconsin as to spending time with his “other” family.

“There’s two points in what I’m trying to tell you,” Butch continued, his expression more serious than Dagger had ever seen. “The first is don’t make the same mistake I did. Find someone to love and grow old with. Life is a long journey that’s not meant to be traveled alone.”

Dagger glanced at the marina office. Somewhere inside those white cinderblock walls, the girl he grew up with was working. The same girl who had frustrated and confounded him for as long as he could remember. His red-headed beauty with the sassy mouth and brilliant mind.

Could he be content with one woman for the rest of his life? Settle down in one place and have a family? Could he do what his father hadn’t done?

He had to be certain. Inflicting the kind of devastation and hurt his father had on him and his mother was absolutely not an option. He’d never want to cause the ones he cared for, the ones he loved, that kind of unspeakable pain. He’d suffer through a lonely life of his own before he’d commit the same sins of his father.

“You said there were two points?”

The old Chief nodded, then took off his faded denim cap and scratched the top of his prickly head. “I want to make you a proposition I hope you won’t refuse.”


Chapter Six

Lips swollen, tired as all get out, and everything between her thighs and her belly button screaming from soreness each time she moved, Mia had never been happier. Unfortunately, between her and Dean, she seemed to be the only one who felt this way. Since picking her up at the marina his mood had been sober. Quiet and contemplative, the big SEAL had spoken no more than a dozen sentences during their dinner overlooking the Atlantic’s crystal clear water. While they walked on the beach and watched the sun set over the Gulf of Mexico, he’d only grumbled something about dock occupancy, making no sense whatsoever.

Maybe she had made a mistake. Pushing herself on him, manipulating him until he finally broke down and had sex with her may not have been a good move. Not when the consequences meant losing the friend she’d had since childhood. For someone who was supposed to be so smart, how could she be so stupid and shortsighted?

Yet, this morning in bed, he had seemed genuinely happy, too. Had she read him wrong?

Most likely, he had a change of heart about what had happened last night as he spent his day hanging out with the other guys from Team Arapahoe, or whatever he had ended up doing. It wasn’t as though he’d shared with her what he had done all day long. Based on his mood, she certainly wasn’t going to ask. Whatever was going on, his silence and her uncertainty was about to drive her nutty.

When they stepped into her house, her anxiousness grew, tightening her chest until breathing required a concerted effort. Now that he had delivered her safely home, was he going to leave? Was this their last good-bye?

“Dean, if you don’t say something soon, I’m going to lose my mind.” To her dismay, her voice came out tinged with frustration. Not exactly the nonchalant she had strived for.

He shifted his large frame backward, an expression of confusion masking his handsome features. “What?”

“You’ve been quiet all night.” Mia tossed her keys and purse on a coffee table. “Where’s your head at?”

“Oh,” he muttered, rubbing the nape of his neck. “Sorry. Have a lot on my mind.”

His blue eyes still maintained a faraway look. His hulking body might be in her living room, but his thoughts were a thousand miles away. “I can tell.” She sighed, feeling the weight of the world pressing on her shoulders. “Is it me?”

Dean shook his head, seemed to think twice, then shrugged. “Yes and no.” He paced between the couch and the doorway. After his third go round, he threw up his hands. “Aw, hell Mia. I know I’m not good company tonight. Maybe I should go back to Brice’s place.”

“No!” The word flew from her pie hole before she realized she’d even opened it. Startled by her quick-fire response, she forced herself to take a deep, calming breath. Her heart had other another idea. It thudded so loudly she could barely think for all the racket.

“If this,” she waved her hand in the air, “has anything to do with me, I want to know. You’ve got me thinking all sorts of crazy things. Do me a favor and put me out of my misery.”

“I’m sorry.” He strode toward her and put her hands in his. “I really am. But I’m not ready to talk about anything yet.”

“Are you kidding me? You’re just going to leave me hanging?” She squeezed his hands until her fingers hurt. “Don’t do this to me, Dean. Please.”

He stood still for several moments. His face unreadable.

Damn your SEAL training. Give me something.

More time passed.

What could possibly be going through that shaggy head of yours?

Mia tilted her head and widened her eyes. Did he understand the international non-verbal message of “well?”

“Okay. Okay. I give. Here, take a seat.” He led her to the couch and cleared his throat. “My enlistment is almost up. It’s time for me to either reenlist or get out of the Navy.”

His revelation was hardly the Earth-shattering news she’d expected. He’d done the reenlistment thing before. Why was this such a big deal? “And?”

A faint smile spread across his lips. “And I’ve been giving some thought about getting out. I love being a SEAL, it’s been one of the greatest experiences of my life, but I think I’m ready to move on and try something else. If I don’t, then by the time my next reenlistment comes up, I may as well stay in until I have my twenty. I can retire from the military and get a pension check every month.”

The exasperating man wasn’t getting to the good stuff. The part about her. “I can see why that would weigh heavily on your mind. Is there anything else?” About me.

He nodded. “You know I saw Butch today, right?”

Good Lord, the man was the master of stalling.

“Yes. I saw you two talking in the repair shop.”

Dean’s faint smile turned into a look of pure chagrin. “He told me he wants me to come work at the marina. And,” his tanned face took on a reddish hue, “when he thinks I’m ready, he wants to sell it to me.”

“He wants to sell it to you?” Her already galloping brain was busy filling in the blanks.

Why was Butch selling? Was he sick?

Did that mean Dean would live on the island?

Could they finally start dating and carry on like two normal people?

“He said he’s ready to finally retire. He wants to live out the rest of his life rent free on his boat at the marina and, when he feels like it, fix a boat motor or two. What he didn’t come out and tell me is how much he wants for the place. But I’ve been saving every penny since I got into the service, and my investments have been doing well. I won’t have enough to buy the marina outright, but I’ll have enough for a good down payment. I wouldn’t be surprised if he wants to do a lease-to-own kind of deal.”

Still, not a word about how she fit into the picture. He had said she was involved in his thoughts. She was sure of it. Mia spied a pillow at the end of the couch and thought twice about beaning him over the head with it.

“I’m torn,” he added. “I’m not sure if I should take Butch up on his offer or stay in the service. Can you see my dilemma?”

“Yes,” she ground out, quickly losing her patience. Not that she had much to begin with anyway.

“And then there’s you.” He placed a rough hand beneath her chin and brushed lazy figure eights on her cheek with his thumb. “I’ve thought about you so much today.”

Heart caught firmly in her throat, she was unable to do anything more than remember to breathe.

Dagger licked his lips. “I don’t think I’m the right man for you.”

“What?” Mia batted away his hand. “After all these years, after last night, you have the nerve to tell me who the right man for me is? You horrible coward!” Incensed, she sprang to her feet, too charged with hurt and anger to remain seated. “If you’re not interested in me, then just came out and say so. I’m a big girl. I can take it.”

“It’s not like that,” he said, popping off the coach.

“Oh, sure. It’s not you, it’s me.” She drew quotation marks with her fingers. “That’s just about the oldest play in the book, buddy. Try again.”

“Mia, listen to me.” He grabbed her by the arms and bobbed his head until she looked him square in the eye. “I love you. I’ve been crazy about you since the first time I saw you. Why do you think I was following you and Brice around the day he got into that fight?”

Confusion clouded her brain. What he said wasn’t making any sense. “You love me, but you don’t think you’re the right man for me? Huh? Are we both speaking English?”

“You know what happened to my mom. When my dad left, he shattered her. He shattered me, too. Neither one of us ever fully got over it. I would never be able to live with myself if I ever hurt you. Ever. You mean too much to me.”

A powerful wave of emotion pushed through her. The toll of so many years worth waiting to hear his feelings about her and the reason why he’d behaved the way he had was too much. Her knees threatened to buckle. “Then don’t ever leave me.”

He pulled her into his embrace and rested his cheek on her head. “It’s not that easy. Things change over time. Relationships don’t always last. And you know how we are. If we were together we’d probably fight like cats and dogs.”

“My parents argue all the time, but they work things out. They’re still together after forty years,” she countered. “At least if we fight, we know we’re capable of great make up sex.”

His chest vibrated as he quietly chuckled. “There is that. Our parts do seem to fit together pretty nicely.”

“You make your own choices. You aren’t your father, Dean.” She sniffed back a tear. “Plus, you’ve been through SEAL training. Dealing with me ought to be a cake walk after that.”

“True.” He pulled her back. “Would you even want to start seeing me if I take Butch up on his offer?”

Mia refused to dignify his ridiculous question with an answer. Instead, she pulled herself up on her tip toes and placed her mouth on his as she slipped her hands under his shirt and wound her arms around his waist. Gentle at first, their kiss grew hotter, deeper. The tips of her fingers outlined the long sinews of his back and the rising slope of his ass. He was all male, powerful but tender, and thoroughly delicious. If she had a thousand nights with him, their time together wouldn’t be enough to satisfy her need for him.

With hasty, awkward movements, they tore at each other’s clothes, desperate for the feel of skin against skin. When they finally stood naked before one another, Mia allowed herself a good long look at Dean’s powerfully built body. Muscles bulged and rippled over every six feet of him. He was her own Captain Freakin’ America.

A sense of pride in this man had her heart soaring. She couldn’t imagine a better or more capable man to serve and protect the United States.

“You’re staring. It’s not polite to stare,” he teased. “And I think there’s a little drool at the corner of your mouth.”

“I’m just wondering how we ever got that big head and ego of yours through the front door.”

“Come on,” Dean said taking her hand. “Let’s take this upstairs. The night is young, and I think your bras are still tied to the bed post. You game?”

Mia rolled her eyes. “As if you have to ask.”


Chapter Seven

A loud series of annoying beeps jolted Dagger out of a deep sleep. “Damn it! Where’s my pager?” He fumbled for the light on the bedside table, knocking knick knacks onto the hardwood floor with amazingly loud clinks and thunks. Finally locating the lamp’s knob, Dagger turned on the light, casting Mia’s bedroom in bright light.

“Ugh, you’re killing my eyes.” She burrowed underneath the sheets. “What’s wrong?” Her muffled, drowsy voice sounded from beneath covers.

“My pager is going off.” He scanned the room. “Where did I put my shorts?”

Mia catapulted to a sitting position. Her wild red hair tumbled over her shoulders. “Pager? That can’t be good.”

“It’s not.” Dagger spied his denim shorts on the arm of a side chair on the other side of the room. He slipped out of bed, quickly crossed over to his crumpled clothing, and pulled out the insistent pager. He was being recalled. “Son of a bitch. We just got here.”

“What? You’re leaving? Already?” With each word Mia’s voice steadily grew louder and higher pitched. “No. You can’t. I wanted to amaze you with my pancake-making abilities this morning. Then get snorkels and head out to the coral reef.”

“Unfortunately, Uncle Sam has other plans for me today.” He threw on his shirt and bounced on one leg, then the other, trying to pull on his shorts. His shoes were somewhere near the front door downstairs. “But I promise to give you a rain check when I come back.”

“You made a decision? You’re going to come back and take over Butch’s marina?”

So busy preparing to leave, Dagger hadn’t noticed Mia coming up behind him. He turned, taking in her gloriously naked body, her beautiful face, and her big green eyes. This was the girl he’d secretly loved since he was a boy. The woman who was his equal in so many different ways. He finally had a chance to make her his own. Be with her forever. Fill the gaping hole in his heart.

“Yes.” He smiled and nodded. “I’m coming back. And when I do, you and I are going to have a long talk. Then we’re going to have a chat with that brother of yours. If he’s going to try to whoop my ass, I may as well make it easy for him.”

There would be a marriage proposal in the future, of that Dagger was sure. But now was not the time. If he was going to be a better man than his father, he would do everything right. By the book. Find the perfect ring, ask Mia’s dad for his blessing, and then get on one knee under a starlit sky and ask for her hand. No shortcuts and no mistakes. Nothing but his best efforts in his one and only forever relationship and marriage to the woman he loved.
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