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Blurb
Navy SEAL Dan Hemmins goes head to head with soldier Sarah Metlin to prove once and for all that women can’t possibly qualify for an elite branch of the military, but when Sarah proves she’s not just one of the most qualified warriors he’s ever met, she’s also one of the smartest and sexiest, too, he’ll do whatever it takes to get closer to her, even if he has to challenge her to another contest…or three…or five!



Chapter One
‡
“WANT TO RACE?”
“In snowshoes?” Mason Hall held up one of his feet. “Sounds like a good way to break a leg.”
“I guess so.” Dan Hemmins sent his host an apologetic look and continued to pace beside him along the snowy track that looped through the woods. Fresh out of the Navy after twelve years of service in the SEALs, he’d arrived in Chance Creek that morning for a week-long stay at Crescent Hall, and he hoped his time on the quiet Montana cattle ranch would soon help soothe his need for constant excitement. “Guess I’m feeling antsy. I’m not used to taking it easy.” He appreciated Mason taking time out for this tramp around the property. Even though Christmas was looming near, a rancher’s chores never ended, and the place was chock full of company.
“I understand. Why don’t you tell me more about your business plan?”
Dan hadn’t served directly with Mason Hall, who had also been in the SEALs, but they’d met each other a number of times over their years in the military, and they’d kept in touch. Dan had planned to go home for the holidays when he left the Navy to stay with his parents temporarily, just until he sorted out where to settle down and start his extreme training camp, but that had all fallen apart when his parents’ house sold suddenly after sitting on the market for months. They were too busy moving to host him for Christmas, so when Mason told him he had a spare room and was welcome to join his family for the holiday, he’d decided to check Chance Creek out. He figured Montana might make a great location for an adventure training facility, and secretly he hoped Mason would see the merits in his plan and decide to either invest in it, or possibly even join him as a partner.
“There are lots of guys who don’t want to join the military, but do want to try out the experience to see how they measure up. Those are the customers I’ll target. I’ll create all kinds of programs to cater to their interests. One camp will simulate the physical conditioning program we all did when we became SEALs. Others will concentrate on survival skills. As I get a feel for what people want, I’ll tailor my programs accordingly.” He glanced at Mason, wondering if his sales pitch was doing the trick. He couldn’t run this kind of business alone. If he couldn’t find a few more SEALs, he was sunk.
Their snowshoes thwapped as they stepped through the snow, but otherwise the cold, crisp December morning was as quiet as the Afghan desert he’d left only weeks ago. Dan caught himself scanning the forest for signs of threats, then shook his head to make himself stop. There wasn’t any danger here.
“It’s hard to turn it off, isn’t it? That instinct to keep tabs on your surroundings?” Mason said. “I still do it and I’ve been home for half a year.”
“I guess it never goes away, huh?”
“Not entirely, but it does get better. A nice, calm Christmas here on the ranch will help sort you out.”
“I sure hope so.”
“A SEAL-style training camp is interesting.” Mason changed direction, heading eastward. “Are you looking for partners?”
“I am. You interested?” Dan brightened. Maybe he’d sold his idea better than he’d thought.
“Probably not, but I might know someone. A soldier.”
Dan grimaced. “I was hoping for SEALs.”
“Wait and see before you judge,” Mason said. “You might be surprised.”
“Wait and see? Is he coming here?”
“That’s right—coming for Christmas, but it’s not a he; it’s a she. Sarah Metlin. She’ll arrive this afternoon.”
SERGEANT SARAH METLIN gazed out the window of Regan Hall’s F-150 at the ranches slipping past her window. Her friend had collected her at the airport and was bringing her home to the ranch she now called home. Sarah had been surprised that Regan had given up her city lifestyle to marry a cowboy, but she was beginning to see the draw. The Absaroka Mountains shimmered in the distance to the south like guards on sentry duty. There were few vehicles on the road, but she could see cattle in the closest pasture grouped together at some sort of feed station. After her latest tour overseas, it was hard to realize that no danger lurked in her surroundings. There were no soldiers concealed in the barns and outbuildings, and the broken-down Chevrolet they had passed a mile or so ago wasn’t wired with explosives.
Still, she couldn’t relax. There was more than one kind of enemy and some of them were concealed in plain sight. She hoped Hall family Christmases weren’t anything like the pitched battles she would find at her own home. She sighed, knowing more than likely they would be. The Halls were military men, just like her brothers and father, and like them they served in the elite branches. She’d been competing with men like that all her life. Her father and brothers were all in the Special Forces, while she was nothing but regular Army; a distinction she’d heard about every year since she’d joined the military.
It wasn’t that her family didn’t love her—they did. But men were men and women were women in the Metlin household. Men served their country, and women served their men. Sarah had broken all the rules.
If women were allowed in the Special Forces, she was sure she could have changed that bias. She was strong, fast, smart, fearless—except when it came to celebrating holidays with strangers—and she had always been at the top of her class, or unit, as the case may be. But women weren’t allowed in the Special Forces, which left her brothers plenty of latitude to lord their superior status over her, even though she’d served in plenty of dangerous situations. Hell, she’d driven convoy trucks along some of Iraq and Afghanistan’s deadliest corridors. She was sick of the distinction between her and the rest of her family, and she dreaded having it flung in her face this Christmas by the Hall brothers, too. How many times did she have to fight the same battle?
Still, she hadn’t turned down Regan’s invitation to come for Christmas. She and Regan, a petite brunette whose slim body was nearly lost inside a thick down parka as she sat in the driver’s side seat, had been classmates back in Middleton, Wisconsin, years ago. They’d lost touch for a long time, but had recently found each other online and reconnected. When Regan found out Sarah had joined the military, she’d begun to use her as a sounding board as she became accustomed to all the military men who were now in her family. Regan’s husband, Mason, was a Navy SEAL, and Mason had three brothers. Austin had been in the Special Forces like Sarah’s father and brothers, but had now left the military. Zane had recently left the Marines, and Colt was a Combat Control officer in the Air Force. Sarah had been able to explain many strange military customs that baffled Regan, and Regan had been a real support when Sarah began to think about ending her military career, something she definitely couldn’t discuss with her own family. Lately, she wasn’t satisfied with her limited options. She longed for more latitude with her job and a chance to shine without any restrictions placed on her. She had no idea what she wanted to do next, though, so when Regan offered her a stay at Crescent Hall, Sarah had jumped at the invitation.
“Penny for your thoughts,” Regan said, keeping her eyes on the icy road, but smiling.
“It’s beautiful here.”
“It is, isn’t it? I’ve grown to love it. At first when I left New York I thought I’d miss the city. I couldn’t wait to leave Wisconsin when I was young, remember?”
Sarah nodded. They’d both been brimming with plans to leave their hometown when they last saw each other.
“After ten years in the city, though, I got tired of it. It’s been so easy to become part of the community here in Chance Creek. I know more people now than I ever did when I lived in New York. And I wouldn’t want to raise a child in the city. On the ranch there will be so much room to run and play.” She dropped a hand to her belly.
“Boy or girl? Do you know yet?”
Regan’s smile widened. “It’s a boy. I’m so excited. So are Mason and his brothers. You should have seen them when we found out.”
Sarah clamped down on a twist of jealousy deep inside her heart. “It suits you here.” She wished she felt a similar sense of belonging somewhere.
“How about you?” Regan asked. “Have you given more thought to leaving the military?”
“I’m still trying to figure that out. My brothers will have a field day when I do. According to them, I never should have been allowed to join.”
“That’s stupid. You’re a Sergeant. You must be doing something right.”
“I could be a General and it wouldn’t change a thing. I suppose Mason and his brothers will feel the same way.”
Regan turned to her in surprise. “I don’t think so.” She returned her focus to the road. “I told Mason all about you. He was really interested in your career. He has a friend coming to stay for the holiday, too. Dan Hemmins. An ex-SEAL. Dan’s starting a business. I’m sure he’ll tell you all about it.”
Sarah rolled her eyes. “Right. As if a SEAL would even talk business with a lowly soldier.”
Regan laughed. “Come on, I won’t let him or anyone else give you a hard time. It’s different at Crescent Hall than what you’re used to, you’ll see. You’ll love it here.” She pulled into a long driveway that led to an old-fashioned house perched up on a rise of land. “There’s the Hall. Don’t you love it?”
Sarah could see why Regan had fallen for the place. The imposing, three-story, gray gothic building had a wraparound porch and a tower in one corner, and as they drove up and parked in front of it, she saw that the proud old house commanded a view for miles. There were the Absaroka Mountains in the distance again. Snowy pastures spread out from the house in every direction.
“It’s breathtaking.” She was surprised at the impact of the winter scenery on her. She’d never fancied herself a country girl, but something about the stark beauty of the landscape surrounding her touched her heart.
“Are you ready to meet the most handsome man in the whole world?” Regan broke into her thoughts. She got out of the truck awkwardly and Sarah followed suit. Several men and women spilled out of the house to meet them and she scanned them, looking for the handsome man who would be Regan’s husband. They were all good looking in their own way, but the one who caught her eye wasn’t moving to greet Regan.
He was staring straight at her.
His upright bearing betrayed his military background. His wide shoulders, powerful legs and chiseled good looks would have made him at home on a male pinup calendar, but his watchful gaze told her everything she needed to know. This was the SEAL Regan had told her about. Dan Hemmins.
And he was by far the handsomest man she’d ever met.
Sarah told herself her sudden tension came from the knowledge he’d be just as stuck-up and full of himself as her brothers were, but it had little to do with his attitude and everything to do with a vision that flickered through her mind—his hands on her bare skin, his mouth taking possession of hers—
Hell, where had that come from? Sarah shook off the thought and stepped forward to meet Regan’s family, shaken by the direction her libido had taken her. Even if it had been some time since she’d gone out with a man, she wasn’t attracted to SEALs. She wasn’t attracted to men in the military, period. And this longing to find a man to share her life with that had been haunting her lately? That was just a ridiculous holdover from the fairy tales she’d read when she was a child. She didn’t need a man and she didn’t want one, either. She was fine on her own.
She moved to shake hands with Mason when Regan introduced him. Mason was as upright as Dan was, with a friendly smile, blue eyes and hair barely longer than Navy regulations would have dictated.
“Glad to meet you,” he said.
He introduced her to each brother in turn, then to two couples who had come for the holidays, and lastly he turned to the man who’d been staring at her ever since she got out of the truck. “This is another guest of ours this Christmas—Dan Hemmins. Dan just left the SEALs, like me. He’s thinking of starting an extreme training camp to put civilians through their paces, right Dan?”
Dan shook her hand, and held it a second longer than necessary. A glint in his eyes told her he liked what he saw when he looked her over. “That’s right. Nice to meet you, Sarah.”
She nodded, disconcerted by his frank appreciation. She was used to being surrounded by men in prime fighting condition, but Dan was something special. Suddenly she was conscious of the fact she’d just spent most of a day on planes and in airports. Her hair was mussed, her clothes were wrinkled and she was sure what little makeup she wore was smudged. She wished she’d spent more time on her appearance, but there wasn’t anything she could do about that now.
Dan went on. “The idea is to give people a taste of Navy SEAL training.” He grinned. “Watered down to their level, of course.”
His final sentence hit her like a splash of cold water. Military men had directed that same kind of condescension at her all too many times. “Of course,” she said, then hoped Mason and Regan missed her sarcasm. This was a holiday party. She didn’t want to make waves, but from that one comment alone she could tell Dan was just like her brothers—so sure he was better than everyone else.
“Regan told me you’ll be looking for a new job soon, too?” he said.
Sarah nodded, following Regan inside. “I’m thinking about leaving the Army. I’ll put my paperwork in after Christmas, unless I change my mind.”
“Army, huh?” He gave her a sidelong look. “No wonder you want to quit.”
She bristled at the comment, even though she knew his teasing was reflexive. Rivalry was always alive and well between the branches of the military. He probably thought he was flirting with her, but she wasn’t going there. “I notice you high-tailed it out of the Navy, SEALman. Probably got sick of being embarrassed all the time.” She hoped he realized now she could give as well as she could take. She wasn’t going to fall for him just because he had credentials. She slid a glance in his direction. Although he was awfully good-looking.
“Truce, truce!” Mason held up his hands. “You two need to get along. Sarah, Dan’s looking for investors and partners in his new business. I thought maybe you’d be interested.”
His statement caught her off guard. She’d love to work at a job that kept her active and physically fit. It sounded like a real challenge too—exactly what she wanted from a career. She couldn’t let Dan know that, though; one look at him told her he was as thunderstruck as she was at Mason’s suggestion. She figured he didn’t think she fit the bill, so she kept her answer conversational. “What are you looking for in a partner?”
Only after the words were out of her mouth did she realize they could be taken in two ways. A slow grin spread over Dan’s face as if he’d realized the same thing, but when he replied he was all business. “Not just anyone, obviously. If I’m going to offer a real Navy SEAL experience to my clients, then my partners have to be as well trained as I am.” He shook his head at her in mock sorrow. “Sorry, I doubt a soldier could keep up.”
Mason scowled, and Sarah bit back the first expletive-laden answer that came to mind. She allowed her gaze to trail over Dan from head to toe and, raising an eyebrow, spoke before Regan’s husband could step in to mediate.
“I doubt a soldier would want to keep up. Regan, where should I stow this stuff?”
“I’ll take you to your room.” Regan took her arm and led her quickly upstairs. “Sorry about that,” she said when they’d gained the second floor and accessed the much narrower stairway that led up to the third. “I didn’t realize he’d act that way. Mason and I both thought you two might work well together.”
“That’s a SEAL for you.” Sarah tossed her bag onto the bed in the room that Regan led her to. Many years ago, it had probably once belonged to a servant, so it was small, but neat as a pin. She caught sight of herself in the mirror over the dresser and blinked. There was a spark in her eyes and color in her cheeks she hadn’t seen in months. Anyone who saw her would think she’d enjoyed sparring with Dan. She allowed a grin to turn up one corner of her mouth. It had been fun to put him back in his place. She’d do it again if she got the chance.
“Mason doesn’t act like that.”
Sarah crossed to the window to look out over the ranch. “Maybe not around you. Back in the military I bet he had as sharp a tongue as everyone else. Don’t worry; I’m used to it.” Far below her the front door opened and shut and Mason and Dan crossed the yard toward one of the outbuildings. She could barely make out Dan’s handsome features, but everything about him exuded a kind of confidence she found all too sexy. It wasn’t the bravura of a younger man—it was the knowledge of a competent warrior that he could face whatever life threw at him. It was too bad he was such a cocky jerk.
He looked like he could be a heck of a lot of fun in bed.
Sarah closed her eyes. Damn her hormones. She’d been like this for months, scanning every man she met, searching for something although she wasn’t sure what. It was like her heart had taken on a mission without informing her mind. Not that it mattered; she was determined to stay single, which might explain why so far no man had measured up.
Dan might measure up, she thought, then scowled. She didn’t care if he was handsome; she refused to get involved with that SEAL.
“Lunch will be in half an hour.” Regan broke into her thoughts. “You have plenty of time if you want a quick shower or rest beforehand.”
Sarah nodded. A cold shower just might do the trick.
“I DON’T THINK it’s a good idea to do the obstacle course when there’s snow on the ground,” Regan said later as she helped serve lunch to the gathered crowd. Mason nudged Dan. “Told you she’d say that.” Dan and several others laughed. He was enjoying the hustle and bustle of this gathering. Aside from Mason, his brothers and their wives, two other couples had come to stay for Christmas. John Bowton and Rafe Feuerstein both had served with Zane in the Marines, and their wives, May and Carolyn, knew each other well. The happy clamor in the dining room made it hard to hear.
Dan sat between Mason and his brother Austin. Sarah sat far down the table, helping herself to salad, pointedly ignoring him, the way she had since he’d made the crack about the Army earlier.
Dan wasn’t used to being ignored. He wasn’t stuck up about it, but he knew he turned heads when he walked into a room. Women liked his height, his strength and the fact that he had served in the military. He couldn’t remember the last time a woman had simply turned her back and walked away, especially after delivering a zinger in the cool, poised way Sarah had.
He wasn’t used to the slow burn of desire that had threaded through him the minute he’d seen her climb out of the truck, either. Sarah wasn’t at all his type. He didn’t date women in the military. He preferred civilians. They were softer, more generous with their praise, more in awe of his status. Female soldiers brooked no nonsense and were more likely to compete with him than worship him. Dan got enough competition from the men he served with. He figured he could use a little coddling when the work was done.
“We ran that course in all kinds of weather when we were kids,” Mason told Regan. “Didn’t hurt us none.”
“Except the time—” Austin began. Mason elbowed him. “I mean, right. It was just fine.”
Austin’s wife, Ella, rolled her eyes. “You men and your obstacle course.”
“Don’t pretend you don’t like the course,” Austin said. The two of them shared a private smile. Dan wondered what the story was behind it.
He liked the idea of running the mythical Hall obstacle course. Mason had told him all about it. Anyone who’d seen Mason run one in the military had to know there was some secret to his success. Mason’s father, Aaron Hall, had built his four sons the side-by-side set of obstacles when they were just boys, and used it as a kind of back-country parenting tool. Personally, Dan thought that was brilliant.
“We’ll give it a go after lunch,” Mason told him. “I bet I can beat you.”
“Just don’t break your leg. I’m not taking over your chores at Christmas,” Regan said.
“It’s been a while since we raced, Austin. What do you say?” Zane said.
“Sure thing.”
“What about you, Sarah?” Everyone looked at him when Dan spoke up. “Are you going to run the course?”
Sarah shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’m going to help Regan.”
“Too chicken to try it out? I should have guessed.” Why did the hazel-eyed, dark haired woman grab his attention so effectively? She didn’t have the long, thick tresses he usually was drawn to. Her curls were short enough for active duty. Her eyes were expressive, her lips full enough to be sensuous, but he knew damn well that under her cable-knit sweater would be muscles, not the full curves he liked so much.
Although she was pretty curvy.
“I’m not chicken.”
The clipped tone of her voice brought his gaze up to meet hers. Damn, had she caught him speculating about her body?
“It wouldn’t be fair,” Ella spoke up. “Her racing against you.”
“Why—because she’s just a girl?” He couldn’t have asked for a better setup. Sarah wouldn’t be able to ignore him now. He could see the flare of resentment in her eyes, coupled with a tightening of her mouth that told him she didn’t want to hurt Ella’s feelings by snapping at her.
“I’m not just a girl. I’m a soldier and I’m every bit as fast as you.”
Dan smiled. Gotcha. “Then we’ll race. I’m looking forward to kicking your ass.”
“Good luck.” She picked up her sandwich and took a bite, as cool as a cucumber.
She wouldn’t be cool for long. She’d be huffing and puffing as she tried to keep up with him. No woman could beat him in a race.
And then what? Winning a contest wasn’t really what he was after, was it? He wanted to get close to Sarah in an altogether different kind of way.
“How about we make the race more interesting?” he said loudly, cutting across the conversations that had sprung up around the table again.
Sarah sighed. Turned to him. “What do you have in mind?”
“A bet.”
“No bets,” Regan said sternly. “I don’t want this to get out of hand.”
“It won’t get out of hand, will it, Sarah?” Dan kept his gaze squarely on her face. Was it his imagination or were her cheeks turning pink?
Just his imagination.
“What kind of bet?” She took another bite of her sandwich, still unperturbed.
“I said, no bets!” Regan looked exasperated. “Mason—”
“A kiss under the mistletoe if I win.”
Sarah chewed slowly. Swallowed. “And if you lose?”
“Name your penalty.” He was enjoying this all too much. He hoped she’d ask for a kiss, too, but doubted it.
“You run a loop around the Hall naked.”
A chorus of whoops filled the dining room. “Now we’re talking!” Zane guffawed. “Mothers, cover your daughters’ eyes!”
“Don’t worry—there won’t be any nudity,” Dan said. “I’m not the one who’s going to lose. Sorry to disappoint you, sweetheart.”
“We’ll see about that, pretty boy.” Sarah looked unconvinced.
Pretty boy? He narrowed his eyes. She’d pay for that.
With a kiss.



Chapter Two
‡
“IT’S CRAZY TO run an obstacle course in this weather,” Regan said when everyone trooped out to the starting line after lunch. They had all bundled up against the cold, but once they reached the two sets of monkey bars where the course started, Dan began to strip off his outer layers.
“You don’t have to get naked until I beat you,” Sarah said, pushing past him.
“You can kiss me right now; I won’t even make you chase me first,” he retorted with a grin.
“Don’t you two think you should look the obstacles over before you begin?” Ella said.
“Baby, these are both trained members of the United States military. Have a little faith.” Austin squeezed her shoulders. “My money is on Sarah.”
“Go, Army!” Ella agreed, snuggling into her husband’s embrace.
“I’ll gladly take that money when I win. Twenty bucks?” Dan got into position. So did Sarah.
“No bets!” Regan said.
“Twenty bucks,” Ella said. “Deal.”
Regan threw her hands up in the air. “I give up.”
Mason moved to stand between Sarah and Dan. “On your mark, get set, go!”
Dan leaped for the monkey bars and went hand over hand as fast as he could to reach the other side. When he jumped down, he heard a thump to his right that told him Sarah had kept pace with him and was dashing for the climbing wall just like he was.
He put on a burst of speed, flung himself toward the top of the wall and gripped it, swinging his legs up. Something crashed into his shoulder just as his feet reached the top of the wall.
“Fuck!” Dan lost his grip and fell to the ground, landing in the snow. Sarah’s laughter rang out as she scrambled up and over the wall and dropped to the other side.
“She kicked me!” She must have swung her legs up and booted him for all she was worth, but he regained his feet, leaped up and caught the top of the wall again. SEALs didn’t whine—not even when soldiers cheated.
By the time he landed on the other side, Sarah was through the tire course that came next and was diving under the first length of barbed wire stretched across her path. As she army-crawled under fifteen feet of criss-crossed wire over a layer of slushy snow, Dan put on a spurt of speed, determined to catch up.
The rest of the family kept pace with them on a path that bisected the obstacle course.
“Go, Dan!” Mason called out. “Show that soldier how it’s done!”
“Go, Sarah!” Austin joined in. “Army rules!”
Dan finished the tire course and dove under the barbed wire, but Sarah had already regained her feet and was dashing toward a rope swing. Dan crawled for all he was worth and seconds later he too was running for his rope swing. Sarah, on the other side of the frozen creek, disappeared among the trees as she hit more obstacles, her dark curls bouncing as she moved.
He picked up the pace again. He’d never live it down if he lost to a mere soldier.
A mere female soldier.
SARAH RACED ON, proud of her steady breathing and her controlled strides in her heavily-treaded winter boots. Under the trees, the snow wasn’t as deep, and while the conditions weren’t optimum for running, she’d handled far worse.
She thanked goodness for the extra training she and two other soldiers engaged in every day. All three of them female, all three of them denied the chance to join the Special Forces, they’d agreed that they’d keep their bodies in tip-top shape, just in case that ever changed. As competitive as she was, Elsa and Janie had kept her on her toes and they’d taken turns beating each other’s records and pushing each other to the limit.
All that was paying off now. She was sure Dan would complain about her kicking him on the climbing wall, but all was fair in love and war and she’d made sure to make it look like an accident when her feet had connected with his shoulder on the way up. The onlookers wouldn’t be able to say for sure what had happened, and she’d do her best to play up her innocence.
Sarah blinked as she rounded a curve and took in the next obstacle; a balance beam made from an enormous log nearly ten feet off the ground. She kept running and made it half-way up the inclined log placed to give her access to the beam before she slipped on its icy surface. She fell heavily on it and clutched the slippery log tightly to keep from sliding right off.
Dan’s laughter echoed behind her. “That was graceful!” He ran right up the inclined log to his balance beam, but hesitated at the top. Sarah, managing to scramble up to the top of hers, saw why. The logs that formed the beams were wide enough that traversing them shouldn’t have been a problem. Except they were covered with snow.
Dan took a step and wavered. “Shit—it’s icy.”
Sarah tried a step and found the same thing. Earlier snowfalls must have melted, then frozen again to make a compact icy layer under the latest couple of inches. Her foot slid before she stabilized her stance.
“Don’t you dare fall off those beams and break your necks,” Regan called out. Their audience had caught up to them.
“You could give up now,” Dan said conversationally. “Regan’s right; you don’t want to break your neck.”
“You could give up now.”
He took another step. Wavered.
Sarah made a decision. If either of them fell off the beam, they’d have to go back to the inclined log, climb up and start all over again—that meant time lost, if not an injury. She didn’t have time for injuries, and she didn’t want to get halfway across the log, fall off, and then have to start again. She’d take the safe route.
She crouched down, braced her hands on the log ahead of her, and sat down, straddling it. She began to inch her way across, using her hands to lift her forward in a rocking motion that moved her down it more quickly than she might have expected.
“What the hell are you doing?” Dan taunted her as he took two more tentative steps. “It’s not a rocking horse, Metlin. Stand up, for crying out loud.”
Sarah ignored him. Her safe, rocking motion had already taken her a quarter of the way down the log. But now Dan was moving again, his short, nimble steps quickly passing her.
Fall, damn it. He moved halfway across with no sign of stopping. Had she played it too safe? Sarah moved faster.
Dan reached the three-quarter mark. Hell, he was leaving her far behind. The log must not be as slippery as she thought. She was blowing it!
“Eat my dust, Metlin!” Ten feet from the end of the log, Dan slipped and tumbled to the ground, landing with a heavy whump.
“Dan!” Regan raced toward him, Mason quickly passing her.
“Dan, you okay?”
Sarah kept going. She’d stop when and if she knew his injuries would take him out of the race. She had reached the three-quarter’s mark when Dan managed to lurch to his feet with Mason’s help. “I’m fine. I’m fine.” But he was limping a little as he turned in a circle. “Go ahead and gloat while you can, soldier. I’ll be ahead of you again in a minute.”
“Big words from a clumsy man.” She picked up the pace again now that she was sure he was okay. She knew he wouldn’t hold back; SEALs were trained to push through any pain.
By the time she reached the end of the log and slid down the incline on the other side, Dan had climbed up on top of his balance beam again. He began to cross it as he had the first time—walking in short, tentative steps—but when she glanced back a moment later, just as the trees closed around her again, she noticed he had dropped down into a sitting position.
She bit back a smile.



Chapter Three
‡
IF HE’D SET out to take Sarah down a peg, his plan had certainly backfired, and he couldn’t even cry foul on her for his latest setback. It was all his own damn fault. Humping it over this log wasn’t manly, or fast, or comfortable, for that matter, but it was the quickest, safest way to reach his goal and catch up with Sarah.
Still, Dan wasn’t unhappy to get the balance beam behind him and a minute later, after several more obstacles, he’d caught sight of Sarah slowing to a halt before a set of salmon ladders. He laughed, even as he put on a burst of speed. No way she could do a salmon ladder; no woman could.
Except… shit, she was doing it.
Dan slid to a stop next to his salmon ladder—a double set of notched uprights screwed to two trees standing close together. A metal bar rested in the bottom most set of notches. The trick was to jump up, grab the bar and use a kind of chin up motion to pop it up the ladder from the lowest to highest position. It took incredible core strength and coordination.
And Sarah was popping up her ladder like a pro.
Whoops and whistles from their audience filled the air as Sarah popped right up to the top. When she dropped down and came face to face with Dan, she looked startled, but recovered quickly. “Better get to it, SEALman. Or are you afraid you can’t?”
Dan wasn’t distracted by her banter, though. He was man enough to admit when someone had surprised him. “I’ve never seen a woman do the ladder.”
“Lots of practice. That’s all.” She moved to brush past him, but he caught her arm.
“Learn to take a compliment, Metlin.”
She hesitated. Nodded grudgingly. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome. Now step back and see how a man does it.” He hoped she understood what he meant to say—that he respected her ability. That he would treat her like one of the guys now.
“If I see any men, I’ll be sure to watch them do the ladder.” She shrugged out of his grip and loped away. Dan watched her go.
“Quit ogling the competition and get a move on, Hemmins! Don’t let the team down!” Mason called out.
Dan jumped for the bar on his salmon ladder, but he had a smile on his face as he completed the obstacle.
SARAH GLOWED WITH pride as she dashed through the rest of the course. She, Janie and Elsa had worked their butts off for nearly a year before they learned how to do the salmon ladder and it had been worth every minute to see the look on Dan’s face. But then, how could he have had an inkling of her strength? It was the middle of winter and she’d been wearing so many layers since she got to Montana that he wouldn’t be able to guess her weight within twenty pounds, let alone see her muscles.
He had been checking out her breasts, though. She’d caught him at it at lunch time. Sarah held back a sigh as she raced along. These breasts of hers were a blessing and a curse. When she wanted to make heads turn, they certainly helped, but in terms of athletic training? They just got in the way. Both Janie and Elsa were small-chested women and many of the exercises they did came easier to them.
As she left the last obstacle behind her, she found a quarter-mile stretch of path between her and the finish line. The rest of the group had moved ahead to meet her there. How far behind her was Dan? She didn’t want to turn around and lose ground.
She didn’t have to.
Footsteps pounding close to her told her he had caught up again. Sarah’s heart sank; she didn’t think she could beat the SEAL in a flat-out race. But what choice did she have? She supposed she could try another trick, like tripping him, but that wasn’t how she wanted to win; she wanted to win on merit alone.
She bent into her pace, running as fast as she could, her breath exploding from her lungs in sharp bursts. The cold air burned as she sucked it in, but she didn’t care. She wanted to win. Needed to win.
The crowd at the finish line cheered and hollered as they approached. “Come on, Sarah!” she heard Regan scream. She was almost there. Almost there.
Dan raced past her and hurtled across the finish line a good five paces ahead of her. Sarah’s momentum carried her right into the crowd and she staggered in the middle of her new friends, fighting for air as they screamed and yelled around her.
“That was so close—you almost won, Sarah!” Regan hugged her.
“Thanks,” Sarah puffed, still trying to slow her breathing. She pushed herself to the limit all the time, but this time she’d gone beyond that. She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to walk back to the Hall at this rate.
“Good race.” Dan approached her. She was glad to see he was breathing hard, as well. She felt a moment of pride that she’d given this Navy SEAL a run for his money, before the truth hit her again—not only had she lost; she’d have to kiss the man.
He grinned as he caught her eye and she knew he was thinking about the kiss, too. “See you under the mistletoe, squirt. I’m looking forward to it. Ella, you owe me twenty bucks.”
“Come on, Zane. Our turn!” Austin headed for the starting line. Sarah trailed after them with the others, still struggling to catch her breath, and with the knowledge that sooner or later she’d have to make good on her bet with Dan. How big a deal was he going to make out of it?
“At least we’re spared the sight of your bare ass, Hemmins,” Mason said. “Not sure I’d have survived that, not to mention the womenfolk.”
“I don’t think all the womenfolk were dreading it,” Dan said. “In fact, I think some of them were downright anticipating it.” He turned and winked at Sarah.
She could only roll her eyes and walk away.
HE WOULDN’T MIND getting naked with Sarah, Dan decided as they entered the Hall later on. The large house had been decorated to the hilt for the holiday and soon Mason had a fire crackling in the hearth in the living room. Dan joined him there after he’d changed and pretty soon the rest of the party drifted in, as well. Regan and Ella brought trays of snacks and drinks. Dan was just helping himself to a beer when Sarah walked in. She was back in her jeans and cream-colored oversized cable sweater, an ensemble which hid almost all of her attributes. Dan now knew she was muscular under those clothes, but she couldn’t hide her femininity—and he wasn’t just talking about her breasts. Her face, while angular, had high cheekbones, a straight nose and sweetly-curving, luscious lips. Her wide-set hazel eyes were framed with thick lashes. She was delicate as well as strong, a combination that knocked his socks off.
Without a word, he crossed the room, took her arm and led her straight to the doorway to the kitchen, where a large ball of mistletoe hung prominently.
“You owe me a kiss.”
She made a face. “Let’s get it over with.” She tilted her chin up and squinted her eyes shut.
Get it over with? Surely this attraction couldn’t all be on his side. His body hummed with the knowledge of the kiss to come. Was she immune to him? Could she be when he felt this strong a need to touch her?
He leaned down, lifted her chin with his finger and brushed his lips over hers gently. She tried to pull back—as if that was payment enough for losing the bet. Dan wasn’t having that, though. He tugged her closer and slid one hand to cradle her head and the other around her back to keep her there.
At first she stood rigid under his touch, her mouth resolutely still, but a moment later, just as he thought her stubbornness might ruin the pleasure of this encounter for both of them, she gave in with a sigh, and parted her lips.
Flush with this new victory, Dan pulled her closer still, and tightened his arms around her. Her acquiescence turned him on in a way he hadn’t expected. Maybe because she was an equal, not a worshipper. He deepened the kiss, probing with his tongue, tasting her until his whole body was on fire with the desire to push things further. He couldn’t do that, though. Not with an audience.
Mason wolf-whistled, and Dan blinked, coming to his senses. Sarah stared back at him, looking equally surprised. Her fingers were curled into his shirt as tightly as his were tangled in her hair and for one split second he saw the naked want in her eyes. It wasn’t so much a sexual thing, he realized instantly, although he’d swear she was as aware of him as he was of her right at this moment. Instead it went deeper. She needed a man who could understand who she was—the military side of her as well as the feminine side. He bet most men couldn’t do that. Before he could explore this idea, however, Sarah stiffened and pushed him away.
“That’s enough of that.” Her voice was clipped and she tried to step back. Dan held her in place, confounded by the urge he had to keep her close until he’d discovered everything there was to know about her.
“I don’t think that’s nearly enough of that.” He tried to pull her in for another kiss, but Sarah erupted in a blur of motion. A moment later Dan found himself on the ground. “What the fuck!” He glared up her.
“Black belt in Krav Maga. I’ve been an instructor for the past five years.”
Krav Maga. The Israeli military’s legendary self-defense system. Figured. Dan hefted himself off the floor until he towered over her again. “You won’t be able to do that twice,” he growled. Not now that he knew what to expect. He cursed himself for lowering his guard long enough for her to be able to take advantage of it. This was exactly why he didn’t date women in the military.
Sarah just shrugged. The triumph in her eyes sent his competitive spirt skyrocketing. Before she could react, he grabbed her, kissed her again—a thorough, hungry kiss—then let go, dumping her to the floor. “Black belt in making out,” he explained and left the room.



Chapter Four
‡
“THIS IS SUPPOSED to be a holiday, not the Olympics,” Regan said to Sarah the following day as Sarah and Dan suited up in borrowed pairs of snowshoes. Dan had challenged Sarah to a cross country race in the cumbersome footgear at breakfast, and to Regan’s dismay, she had accepted. “If you don’t like him, stay away from him. It’s a big ranch!”
“This isn’t about like or dislike. It’s about honor.” Regan was a great friend, but she didn’t understand how frustrating it was to have to constantly prove her worth as a soldier. Sarah had put a SEAL on the floor last night, after nearly beating him on an obstacle course. Hadn’t she proved herself?
Apparently not, because Dan had spent the morning meal dissing everything from her balance beam technique to her self-defense capabilities. As he continually pointed out, he had managed to sneak that extra kiss past her guard, after all.
And what a kiss it was. In the privacy of her own bedroom on the third floor of the Hall last night, she’d replayed both kisses a hundred times. What was it about the man that set her on fire when he touched her? She wasn’t sure what made him any different than the other men she’d dated.
None of them had ever set all her senses alight, though, and none of them had looked at her the way Dan had when he was done—like he’d been stunned by their contact and hungered for more.
She was beginning to think she wanted to get to know him better too. As insane as that was.
She’d die rather than let him know that, though. SEALman was too full of himself already, and why wouldn’t he be with that hard body and handsome face? He was something out of a recruitment poster and she bet lots of women flung themselves at his feet. The same couldn’t be said for her. She knew she was passable in the looks department, and she had all the right curves, but while her military prowess earned her begrudging respect among her fellow soldiers, it didn’t inspire any of the men she knew to fall on their knees and worship her.
More’s the pity.
“He beat you in a race yesterday,” Regan said in a low voice, moving closer. “Why would you try for a rematch? Unless you want to lose so he’ll kiss you again? Dan is pretty cute.”
“I definitely do not want to lose.” Even if the forfeit was only two kisses under the mistletoe today—nothing as lascivious as the scenes she’d concocted in her mind while she tossed and turned last night, waiting to fall asleep in her third floor room. She had to admit—to herself—those kisses did sound like fun, but that wouldn’t impair her urge to win. Or to see Dan run two laps naked around the Hall. “This race is about endurance more than speed. I’ll win it.”
“I don’t know. You’re incredibly strong, but Dan’s in good shape—and he is a man.”
He is a man. Sarah bit back a sharp retort. She was sick of people throwing that up to her as an excuse why she couldn’t compete—or win.
“I told you I won’t lose.”
“Okay, okay.” Regan held her hands up in defeat. “If anyone can beat him, you can.”
Sarah softened at the look of pride in Regan’s eyes. Her friend only wanted to protect her. “Thanks.”
“Ready, squirt?” Dan moved into position at the starting line Mason had traced in the snow. They’d agreed on a race course that would take them down to Chance Creek, left around the closest pasture and then back again to the front steps of the Hall.
“Ready, SEALman.” He looked formidable today, dressed all in black outdoor gear. His boots and snowshoes made him an inch or so taller than usual, but then she was wearing boots and snowshoes, too.
Somehow they didn’t make her feel tall at all. Was he hiding lifts in those shoes?
“What do you say, Ella? Double or nothing? You still owe me twenty dollars.” Dan grinned at her over his shoulder.
She laughed. “Deal!”
“On your mark, get set—go!” Mason called the start. Sarah burst off the line in a sprint, but soon slowed to a steady pace. She knew that was the trick to winning this kind of race. Mason had estimated the distance as two and a half miles. That was a long way in snow shoes.
Dan quickly passed her by, but Sarah didn’t let his pace throw her off. The real race would happen in the last half-mile. With any luck, Dan would have worn himself out by then, while she’d have plenty of wind to sprint past him to the end.
The first part of the race was tiring, but uneventful. She followed Dan’s snowshoe prints down the path until she caught sight of Chance Creek. The creek was mostly frozen over, but dark water could be seen here and there and she took care to keep well back from the banks.
She made a hard turn left and spotted Dan ahead of her. He had pulled well back from his initial scorching pace, and soon she caught up with him.
“Krav Maga, huh?” he said when she drew near. “I would have thought knitting was more your style.” He moved easily, breathing strong but not heavily.
She did like knitting, but she wouldn’t tell him that. “I thought flower arranging would be more your style, but Regan says she and Ella did all the decorating.”
He sent her a bemused look. “Was that a clumsy attack on my masculinity?”
He was right; it was clumsy. She’d have to do better. “Regan’s touchy about people borrowing her underthings, but I bet Ella would loan you some panties for later. Or are you a thong kind of a guy—” Sarah shrieked when Dan bowled her over and they crashed together into the snow. She landed on her back with Dan braced above her.
“I do prefer thongs. On my women.” He leaned closer. “And if you’re really that unclear about what kind of a man I am, I’d be happy to give you a demonstration.”
Sarah glared up at him. He had her pinned and she could tell it wouldn’t be easy to unseat him, especially now that he knew what to expect.
A lascivious smile spread across his face. “Keep looking at me like that, and I won’t have to prove anything.”
“You pig. Get off of me.”
To her surprise he let her sit up. “Just kidding, squirt. I’m not that kind of guy. When we’re together it’ll be because you begged for it.”
“Fat chance.” She pushed him the rest of the way off of her and got back to her feet, ready to resume the race. He followed her, slipping into stride beside her as she increased her pace again.
“I could be that kind of guy, though. If you wanted me to be. What about it, squirt? Do you like men who take charge?”
She ignored him and fought the urge to run even faster. He was trying to throw her off her stride—trying to tire her out—so he could beat her and get those two kisses he seemed to want so badly. Despite herself, she found herself imagining what those kisses would be like.
And what he’d be like if he took charge.
“You’re thinking about it, aren’t you? Aren’t you?”
Sarah body-checked him as if they were playing hockey, dropping her shoulder and leaning in for the hit as she ran. Dan went down hard, but he thrust a hand out, grabbed her ankle, and sent her crashing to the ground, too.
“Damn it!”
“It’s supposed to be a race, Metlin, not a contact sport.”
“Everything’s a contact sport with you!” Whoops—probably not the smartest thing to say.
He was on her in a second, literally and figuratively. As he straddled her hips once more, he leaned in close. “Everything’s a contact sport because you want it that way—admit it. You like me.”
“Like hell.” She struggled underneath him, but he had her solidly pinned.
“Come on. Beg me, Metlin. Beg me to kiss you. You know you want to.” He sat back, settling himself on top of her.
“You are such an ass.” His movement had given her an opportunity, though. A second later she’d dumped him in the snow and regained her feet. She didn’t stay to taunt him or glory in this reversal of their fortunes. Instead, she ran for all she was worth, her clumsy snow shoes whumping with each step. She had to be careful not to tangle her feet, or Dan would catch up and then there’d be hell to pay.
“I know you like me!” he called from where he still sat in the snow. “I can tell by the way you keep hitting me!”
Despite herself, Sarah laughed.
DAMN KRAV MAGA. It should be illegal to teach that to women. Dan picked himself up out of the snow and chased after Sarah. She was setting a fast pace now, and he tracked her more slowly. Let the little lady tire herself out. He had plenty of stamina left.
Hell, he could go all night long if she cared to.
He stifled a chuckle and thought about Sarah’s laugh. He’d heard it as she raced away and had to smile, although it made him uneasy, too; he didn’t know why his heart soared at the sound. He liked that she had a sense of humor and could appreciate his, sure—but that didn’t justify the extent of the feeling. Suddenly he wanted Sarah to want him back. He wanted her to be as curious about him as he felt about her.
He told himself it was because Sarah Metlin posed a real challenge. She wasn’t soft and sweet like the women he usually dated. He couldn’t flex a muscle and sweep her into bed. He’d have to prove himself to be the kind of man she looked up to.
For one split second, Dan wondered if he could.
He pushed that thought away. Of course he was man enough for Sarah. How much more man could you be than a veteran Navy SEAL? Normally, he’d turn on the charm, show off his muscles, brag a little bit—just a little, mind you—about his time in the service. None of that would work with Sarah, though. She’d ignore his charm, show off her own muscles and brag about her Krav Maga training.
He wasn’t willing to conceded defeat, though. He wanted to learn everything he could about this intriguing woman.
Sarah’s weakness was her competitiveness, he decided. He’d just continue to do what he was already doing—engage her in competitions and steal kisses from her when he won, until he’d kissed her enough that she wanted more.
They rounded the next corner of the pasture, and Dan sped up just a little—enough so that he’d catch up to Sarah before she reached the next corner post. He needed to unsettle her if he was going to win this race—and he knew just how to do it.
“You don’t have to wear lingerie when we sleep together,” he called out as he came up behind her.
Sarah visibly startled.
“I’d probably just tear it off of you anyway. Although that could be fun. Do you like getting lingerie torn off you, Metlin?”
She picked up speed.
“I bet you do. I bet you have a whole stash of cheap lingerie in a special drawer just so guys like me can tear it off of you.”
“I don’t sleep with guys like you.”
“You don’t sleep with handsome, strong, intelligent men?” He kept pace with her.
“I don’t sleep with ignorant, ugly horn-dogs.”
“I may be ignorant about what makes you tick, Metlin, but I’m working on that. And I might be a horn-dog, but that’s something you’ll come to appreciate in time. But I’m not ugly. Ruggedly good-looking, yes. Ugly, no.”
“You sure are full of yourself.”
“You know how it is, a beautiful woman like yourself.” He shrugged. “If enough people tell you how great you look, you come to believe them.”
She stopped cold. Dan executed an awkward twisting two-step on his snow-shoes to keep from crashing into her. “What the hell? Why’d you stop?”
“Because the only people who’ve ever called me beautiful are the assholes who want to get in my pants so they can say they’ve bagged me. They’re so threatened by my capabilities—afraid they can’t beat me head to head athletically—that they need to prove they can master me in the sack. Is that what this is about, Hemmins? Do you feel the need to fuck me so that you can assure your inner man-child that you’re still really all that?”
Dan was taken aback. A one-night stand was the last thing he was after. He had a feeling a relationship with Sarah could hold his attention for a long time.
“Just like I thought—you’re the same as every other asshole out there,” she went on before he could say a word of what was on his mind. “Well, head’s-up, hero. I’m not impressed by your Navy SEAL status. If I was allowed to try, I’d pass every test they could throw at me. And I’m not impressed by your super-hero looks. I care about character, kindness and honor far more than I care about muscles. I’m not looking to be your holiday fling. The next time I get involved with a man it will be for the long haul. So just…forget about me, would you? Just leave me alone.”
She jogged off, leaving Dan speechless. There was pain behind those words—real pain. Some asshole had hurt Sarah—he was sure of it. And her inability to try out for the SEALS—or rather, the Special Forces, in her case—must have hurt her even more. He stood still, his breath fogging the air as he tried to picture how he’d feel in her shoes. What if he’d tried to become a SEAL and been told to go take a hike?
He’d have been furious.
He began to walk slowly, thinking it through. Was that why Sarah had such a chip on her shoulder? Because she felt like she’d been held back?
Was that why she was leaving the military?
It made sense.
She must be sick of guys trying to bed her to prove their superiority, too.
But that’s not what he wanted to do, he thought as he got moving again. He was teasing her so hard precisely because he did respect what she had accomplished, and he was flirting with her so baldly because she turned him on. He jogged after her. When Mason had suggested Sarah as a possible partner in his adventure course, Dan hadn’t taken him seriously. His clients would want to feel they were getting the real deal. They’d want to be taught by men who’d served in elite squads themselves. In his mind, Sarah didn’t fit the criteria.
But maybe he was wrong. Maybe there was a place for a woman as accomplished as she was proving herself to be. She could attract a female clientele he hadn’t even considered. He decided to test her a few more times before approaching her with an offer, though. She was strong and she was fast, but it took a lot more than that to make an elite fighter.
He increased his pace again, and was surprised to see how far Sarah had drawn ahead. He’d have to move fast if he wanted to give her a real run for her money. Sarah glanced back, saw him coming and re-doubled her efforts.
It was too early in the race to push himself into a full-out sprint, but Dan didn’t see any other choice—Sarah had too much of a head start.
Their friends were waiting for them near the Hall. Dan knew he’d have to race past them and touch the bannister on the stairs to the front door first to win. He ran for all he was worth until he was nearly neck and neck with Sarah. Time to leave her in the dust.
He called on every ounce of his strength and pushed himself to the limit to pass her, just as they drew close to the cheering crowd.
“Go, Sarah! Go, Sarah!”
Wasn’t anyone cheering for him?
He put that out of his mind and kept his concentration on his goal. Sarah’s gasping breaths behind him told him he hadn’t quite left her behind.
In fact, when he slapped his hand down on the railing, her hand slapped down just a moment later and she crashed into him, sending him to his knees. She landed in the snow beside him.
“Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!” She scrambled back to her feet and paced in a circle as their friends mobbed around them.
“Did you win?” Mason asked Dan, pulling him upright. “That looked awfully close.”
Sarah was still muttering under her breath. Despite himself, Dan felt sorry for her. She’d nearly beat him, for Christ’s sake.
“That was awfully close,” he said. Sarah turned toward him in surprise. Had she thought he’d deny it? “Never seen a woman move like that. I’m impressed.” He held out his hand to her. “Good race.”



Chapter Five
‡
SARAH TOOK DAN’S hand hesitantly. She’d lost again and her forfeit was two kisses. If he pulled her close and kissed her now—in front of everyone, like he’d done before—she’d die of humiliation. What if they thought she’d lost on purpose? She could feel her cheeks heating.
Something in Dan’s gaze told her he knew exactly what she was thinking. He didn’t pull her close, though. He firmly shook her hand and let go. “I’m starving. When’s lunch?”
“Coming right up!” Regan led the way back inside and Sarah bent to remove her snowshoes. She didn’t notice until the bulk of the crowd had gone indoors that Dan had hung back too.
“I mean it,” he said, “that was a hell of a race.”
“Sure.” She knew he was lying. He’d held back long enough for her to take a lead he’d barely overcome. Why had he done that? He could have beat her handily.
He took her arm when she tried to go inside. “Sarah, slow down a minute. I’m trying to tell you I have a lot of respect for how hard you’ve trained. You’re right; you should be allowed to try out for the Special Forces.”
She pulled back. “You really believe that?”
He shrugged. “The process weeds out anyone not strong enough to succeed. Most men don’t pass the tests. I’m not worried about anyone unqualified slipping through.”
“Right.” She tried to turn away but he held her there.
“It isn’t a game, Metlin. You know that. The ban on women isn’t about men trying to keep women down. There are some situations that take strength and endurance women just don’t have. But if any woman might have them, it would be someone like you.”
Anger and acceptance warred within her. She knew what he meant. She could be the strongest, fastest, most capable woman alive and still there’d be men stronger and faster than her. But not more capable; she wouldn’t admit that. And she felt sure that capability stood for a lot. SEALs worked in teams. So did the Special Forces. Not every member of every team had to be the strongest man in the world, right?
But this was where her doubts crept in, because every man she’d ever spoken to on the subject claimed that capable wasn’t enough. They stood shoulder to shoulder to block her entry to any elite unit. It wasn’t fair.
She tried to pull away again. She knew what was coming next. Knew she’d honor the bet, too. That was the kind of woman she was. She also knew Dan’s kiss would short circuit her wiring and take her places she didn’t want to go. Whatever this longing was that she battled these days, it wasn’t for a man like him.
Dan raised his hand to cup her chin and took his time bending down to brush his lips over hers. She held her breath in anticipation.
She wasn’t disappointed. His mouth on hers sparked a reaction in her body that was all too overwhelming. The truth was, she hadn’t been with anyone in a long time. In the Army, she met plenty of single men, but like she’d said to Dan, they all seemed interested in besting her rather than forming any real attachment. Once the men had seen she could do a salmon ladder—and once they’d taken her informal Krav Maga classes—it was as if she’d ceased to be a woman and instead was some kind of freak. It was never smart to date a fellow service-member anyway, so she hadn’t let it bother her. But she’d grown lonely over the years seeing friends and acquaintances match up while she remained single.
Dan’s kiss told her she was still a woman. She felt its burn in places that she’d tried to ignore for a long time. As his arms tightened around her, she found herself relaxing against him. Normally she held herself rigid; ready to defend herself. Dan made her feel safe.
The thought snapped her eyes open and she pulled away.
“Uh uh—not so fast, Metlin.” Somehow Dan had backed her up against the wall of the house. “I get two kisses and I say when they’re done; not you. Let’s try that again, shall we?”
“You already got one kiss.” Why did her voice sound so breathless?
“No, I started one and you broke it off. It doesn’t count. But this one does.” Before she could say a word, he kissed her again and oh, what a kiss. She was helpless against this onslaught. Dan used his body to pin her against the wall and she was aware of every part of him. The movement of his lips over hers seared her straight to her soul. He was making it absolutely clear how much he wanted her. Not overtly—not offensively. But clearly enough that she couldn’t pretend not to notice.
His kiss went on and on until Sarah thought she would lose herself in it for good. When he finally pulled back she could barely keep her feet.
“Now we’re done.” He straightened, but kept her pinned in the cage of his arms.
“What about the other one?” Shit. That sounded like she wanted him to kiss her again.
“I think I’ll save it for later.”
Disappointment pulsed through her and he grinned as if he knew it. “Anticipation is a good thing, don’t you think?”
A good thing? Hell, no—she wanted that kiss right now. Sarah leaned back against the house and closed her eyes. Good God, she’d lost her mind.
“Yeah—me, too,” Dan took her hand and squeezed it.
She opened her eyes as he led her to the door, puzzling over what he meant by that last remark. Him, too? Did that mean he felt the same heady mix of anticipation and lust she did? If so, they were in trouble.
One of them needed to stay in control.
“IT’S CHRISTMAS TIME,” Regan protested. “That means celebrating and eating too much food—not a shooting match!”
“I promise we’ll all eat plenty of food at dinner time after we shoot at our targets. Come on, it’ll be fun.” Mason dropped a kiss on his wife’s nose. The gang was spread through the Hall’s kitchen and dining room, cleaning up after the noon-day meal and discussing how to spend the afternoon. Mason had proposed a shooting contest. So far, Regan wasn’t buying into the idea.
Dan tried hard not to look at Sarah. Failed. He wondered if he’d exposed too much of his own feelings after their last kiss. When he’d told her he’d save the next one for later, she’d collapsed against the Hall and closed her eyes in what looked like utter defeat. He knew exactly how she felt. He too had longed for another kiss—for far more—but he needed to keep his head on his shoulders if he wasn’t going to embarrass himself. Sarah had made it clear she didn’t want a fling; she wanted something long term. He hadn’t even thought that far ahead. Newly out of the military with a business to start, he’d put off any thought of romance.
Now here it stood in front of him.
His desire was getting away from him. Twenty-four hours ago he didn’t even know Sarah Metlin. Twelve hours ago, he thought she’d be a fun fling. Then he’d started to consider her as a possible business partner.
Now he thought she could be more. Much more.
But that was crazy-talk. He didn’t know Sarah. He didn’t know what he wanted. Except to kiss her again. And again.
“What’s in it for the winner?” he asked aloud.
“I’ll tell you one thing; I ain’t kissing you if you win.” Mason shoved him good-naturedly as he passed with a stack of plates.
Dan grabbed an armful of condiments and followed him into the kitchen where he headed for the refrigerator. “Glad to hear it.”
“Winner gets a pass on dinner dishes,” Regan announced.
“And a kiss from his favorite lady under the mistletoe,” Mason added. “See? I learned something from you, Hemmins.” He stole another kiss from Regan.
“Who says it will be a he?” Ella said from where she was washing up at the sink. “I bet Sarah can outshoot any of you.”
There was a swell of masculine protest at this idea.
“It’ll be me and Mason,” Zane said. “We always win at target shooting.”
“Dan’s pretty good, though,” Mason said. “He might give us a run for our money.”
“My money is still on Sarah.” Ella smiled at her.
“You’d better stop betting on me. I’ve already cost you twice.” Sarah opened a cupboard and put the dish she’d just dried away.
Dan frowned. Was she so easily shaken up? He expected more confidence in someone of her caliber.
But when the targets had been set up in one of the empty pastures, and Mason had stamped a thick line in the snow for everyone to stand behind, Sarah’s confidence seemed to be back full-swing. “No bets?” she called out to him as she took up her position several paces away.
“I thought you were sick of losing them.”
“You ain’t seen nothing yet. I’ll have you running those laps around the Hall before you know it.”
“Ooh, I’m scared, Metlin.”
“Three laps if I beat you.”
“That’s three kisses if you lose. And you will lose. Is that your angle? You want more kisses? You don’t have to suffer public humiliation to get them, you know. Just ask me nicely.” He puckered up and blew her one.
She put out her hand, pretended to catch it, crumple it up, toss it to the ground and step on it. “I’ll be happy if I never kiss you again, Hemmins.”
He only smiled. They both knew that was a lie.
“Practice round first!” Mason called out. “Is everyone ready?”
Dan looked down the line to make sure everyone was behind it. He could instantly tell who knew their way around a weapon and who didn’t. Those with any kind of experience were all looking up and down the line as well. Regan, Ella and a couple of the others had their attention on Mason, instead.
“The range is hot, folks! Commence firing!”
Dan took a handful of practice shots, confident he didn’t really need them. Target practice was a number one training priority; he wouldn’t have lost his ability in the last couple of weeks.
His attention was soon drawn to his right, however, where Sarah was taking a series of shots, each one carefully aimed. He squinted to see the results on her target and drew in a quick breath. She was a hell of a shot. Before he had time to process the information, Ethan’s voice rang out again. “Cease fire. Cease fire!” Dan automatically clicked on the safety, emptied the chamber of his rifle and left the action open, pocketing the cartridges and leaning the rifle against the pasture fence before heading downrange to check his target.
Sarah arrived at her target ahead of him. He read satisfaction in the set of her shoulders before she balled the paper up and stuffed it in her jacket pocket.
“Looks like some good shooting,” he said as she passed him going the other way. She shrugged.
“I did okay.”
Okay, his ass. She was trying to hide the fact she was a crack shot. He was a crack shot himself, but it looked like she might give him some real competition.
When everyone had gathered their targets, put up new ones and were back behind the line, Mason called out, “This is the real deal, folks. Five shots! Tightest grouping wins. Ready? Range open!”
Dan fitted his cartridges back into his rifle, drew up to the line and sighted down the barrel. Five shots. He could do this.
The rat-a-tat of gunfire cracked down the line. Dan knew he could lose to Mason or Zane just as easily as to Sarah—more easily, probably. After all, Mason was a SEAL and Zane was a Marine. Sarah was just regular Army.
Worry made him check his sightings twice, though, and that extra work messed with his aim. His grouping was decent, but not as tight as he’d like. When he was done, he slid a glance over to Sarah and found her rigid. Rigid in a good way or a bad?
He checked her target.
Damn it, she was quivering because she must be holding back the urge to whoop out loud. And well she might. Even from here he could tell she’d won. Murmurs from Mason and Zane and the others told him he wasn’t the only one who’d seen it.
“Wow!” Regan’s voice cut over the din. “Sarah—that’s amazing!” She moved forward, rifle still in her hands. Sarah and Mason both grabbed for her simultaneously.
“Babe—the range is still hot!” Mason shifted her gently behind the line.
“Shoot. Sorry! I always get that wrong,” Regan said, hurrying back in place.
Dan exchanged a look with Mason. That was one thing you didn’t want your wife getting wrong. At least with Sarah he knew she’d be safe around weaponry.
Dan checked himself. He wasn’t going to be with Sarah—not like that. But when he thought of them going their separate ways after this holiday, his jaw tightened.
“Cease fire! Range closed!” Mason shouted. Dan went through the motions of making his firearm safe again. By the time he joined the crowd around Sarah’s target, he knew from the exclamations he heard that he’d definitely been beat.
“Three times around the Hall in the buff, sailor!” The look Sarah turned on him was almost gleeful as the others’ laughter surrounded him.
Well, he guessed he deserved that for the way he’d gloated over her earlier. But he’d get his revenge. He’d definitely get his sweet revenge.



Chapter Six
‡
“I
CAN’T BELIEVE how good a shot you are!” Regan said to Sarah as she and the rest of the women lined up on the porch to watch Dan’s naked laps around the Hall.
“I can’t believe you’re going to ogle another man when you’ve got this to look forward to tonight!” Mason called from the doorway where the rest of the men had gathered.
“I won’t look—much,” Regan said. “It’s your fault for inviting the streaker to stay with us.”
“It’s Sarah’s fault for winning that damned bet,” Austin said. “Ella, get inside!”
“I’m just here in solidarity with Sarah,” Ella said with a wink.
“You better not ogle him!”
“If Dan’s the only one naked, then he’s my only choice for ogling!”
“The hell you say.” Austin burst out of the house and unbuttoned his shirt as he clattered down the front steps.
“What are you doing?” Ella leaned over the railing.
“Running with Dan so you’ll keep your eyes where they’re meant to be—on me!”
Ella laughed. “If you run naked around the Hall, I will definitely ogle you, honey!”
“Well, hell,” Mason said. “I guess that means I better join them.” He raced down the steps, too, followed by John and Rafe.
Regan put two fingers in her mouth and let out a wolf whistle that brought everyone to a halt. “Bet you didn’t even know I could do that,” she said to Mason.
“I didn’t. That’ll come handy when it’s time to move the cattle.”
Sarah laughed along with the others, but she couldn’t take her eyes off of Dan as he stripped off his shirt and got to work on his jeans. She’d known he’d be built under his winter gear, but the muscles carving his bare chest were breathtaking, as were the bulges that formed his biceps. No amount of training would give her biceps like that—not even with steroids, which she would never touch. She was an athlete—she could hold her head up high in any company—but she couldn’t compete with him that way.
And she didn’t want to at the moment. She just wanted to watch him. Avidly.
The other men were buff, too, of course, but she wasn’t going to stare at her friend’s husbands.
“Naked racing around the Hall. That’s a new holiday tradition,” Ella mused.
“A very short-lived, if fun, tradition.” Regan smoothed a hand over her pregnant belly. “I will not have my kids growing up with this kind of thing going on.” But her lips were twitching at the prospect in front of her and Sarah didn’t blame her. The men were down to their skivvies and damn, if this wasn’t a sight to see.
“Okay, boys! When I yell go, drop your drawers and run,” Mason called. “On your mark, get set, go!”
Sarah joined in the other women’s laughter as the men peeled off their shorts and took off. Regan leaned way over the railing as they quick turned the corner around the Hall. “Now that is a sight.”
“Yes, it is,” Sarah agreed. “Too bad they’re so damn fast.”
“I think Dan’s running a hell of a lot faster now than he did earlier on those snowshoes,” Ella said.
“If we were smart, we’d run through the Hall and catch them on the other side, too.” Regan gestured for the front door.
A mad dash ensued, with some good-natured pushing and shoving along the way. The pack of women reached the back porch just in time to catch the men racing past again. Regan let out another wolf-whistle, eliciting more laughter. Sarah caught Dan’s eye as he went past and he saluted her.
“Back to the front,” Regan yelled and the women charged through the Hall again. This time they moved faster and got a full frontal view of the running men.
“All right! That’s what we like to see! Come to Mama!” Ella yelled.
Austin did a front handspring and the women cheered. The men disappeared around the side of the Hall again.
“To the back!”
Sarah charged to the back porch with the rest of them, laughing so hard she could barely keep up. As they raced back and forth and the men progressed to cartwheels, back flips and other tricks to elicit cheers, all her pain and worry about the future slid away. She didn’t know when she’d had such fun. She was going to miss Regan and the rest of the crowd when she was gone.
Even Dan.
“I DON’T THINK I have a shred of dignity left,” Zane complained as he got dressed.
“I don’t think any of us do,” Mason agreed.
Dan chuckled. “I bet every one of us gets laid tonight.” The sudden silence among the others had him backtracking. “Every one of us with a wife does, anyway.”
“Sarah’s fair game, buddy, but she is Regan’s friend. Don’t fuck things up there.” Mason buttoned his shirt.
“I won’t fuck things up. I know what I’m doing.” Dan threw his shirt over his shoulder and went indoors, thinking that was a laugh. He didn’t have the slightest idea what he was doing. All he knew was that he’d liked her gaze on him when he raced around the Hall. He liked that she was getting an eyeful. He had no qualms about nudity—he knew what he had to offer a woman. He hoped Sarah had liked what she’d seen.
He found her climbing the stairs to her third floor bedroom. “That was some race,” she said.
“You liked that?”
“It was… amusing.”
“Did it get you hot?”
“From what little I saw, it must have made you cold. You better go finish getting dressed.”
Hmm, he didn’t buy her indifference for a minute, nor her implication that he’d been less than impressive nude. In fact, she seemed downright flustered by his bare chest. He flexed his muscles and moved closer. “You could warm me up.”
“You never give up, do you?”
“You wouldn’t like it if I gave up. Admit it.”
“I’ll admit I beat your pants off on the firing range.” She laughed unexpectedly. Bit her lip.
“Beat my pants off? Ha, ha.” But he liked hearing her laugh. He had a healthy respect for her abilities—especially after that very cold dash around the house—but he didn’t want to relate to her sailor to soldier. He wanted to relate to her man to woman. “Did you like it when my pants were off?”
“Please. Nothing I haven’t seen a hundred times before.” But she let him hook his fingers through her belt loops and tug her in against him. Her fingers rested lightly on his biceps. He quirked a smile. Was it his imagination or had she just slid those fingers over his muscles? She wasn’t immune to him after all. He slid his own hands down her back and up again, giving himself an excuse to flex another time or two. Yeah, she liked that all right. Women were women, even one as buff as Sarah.
“You haven’t seen me a hundred times before. Don’t even pretend I’m anything like those other guys.”
“What makes you different?” She accepted his caresses, but stayed alert, which told him that as much as she enjoyed them she’d be gone in a flash if he pushed his luck.
“I’ve done what you’d like to do and I understand how badly you want it.”
That surprised her. She cocked her head. “Do you understand? You actually got to join the SEALs,” she said softly.
“I did, and I enjoyed the heck out of living out that dream.”
“Why are you quitting, then?”
That was a fair question and one he’d asked himself countless times before he’d made up his mind. “If you’d asked me six months ago, I’d have said it’s because my will to live is too strong. I’ve done more missions than I want to think about. I’ve cheated death so many times it isn’t funny. Sooner or later your luck runs out, know what I mean? I had a hunch if I stayed much longer, mine would have. Once you start thinking like that, you’re no good to anyone.”
After a moment she nodded. “That’s what you would have said six months ago. What would you say now?”
He tugged her in closer. “That it’s time for me to find a wife and settle down.”
BEFORE SARAH COULD answer that unsettling statement, Dan bent down and captured her mouth with his. This time his kiss was all business. They were alone and he’d evidently had enough of holding back. She’d thought his last kiss on the front porch was scorching hot, but it turned out Dan had been pulling his punches. This one had her sagging against him, kissing him back for all she was worth, and when Dan picked her up and carried her the rest of the way upstairs, she didn’t protest. She couldn’t. He had stolen her breath away.
But when he dropped her on his bed, kicked his door closed and climbed on top of her, Sarah came to her senses. She pushed him away. “No. Uh-uh. Not going to happen.”
Barred from her mouth, Dan moved his attentions to her neck, nuzzling and kissing her until she tingled all over. “Dan!”
“Metlin, you’re killing me!” He pulled back but remained straddling her hips. “What?”
“I already told you—I won’t sleep with you. I won’t be another notch on your belt.”
“Honey, no one notches their belts anymore. They just have sex.” He reached for the buttons of her blouse.
She batted his hands away. “I don’t want to have sex.” Her eyes blazed with anger and this time when she tried to rise, Dan let her go. He watched her climb off the bed and set her clothes to rights.
“Why don’t you want to have sex?”
“I told you. I want more. I’m not into flings.”
“And I just told you I want more, too.” He rose to intercept her.
“Right. You met me twenty-four hours ago, and now you’re going to propose?”
He ran his hands through his hair. “No, I’m not that crazy. I want to get to know you.”
“But we should have a fling first, right? Just to make sure we’re compatible. No sense talking about the serious stuff until we know if we work in the sack. Yeah, I’ve heard that before.”
“Sarah, come on.” He was rock hard and ready to go. Sarah’s tousled hair and swollen lips weren’t helping any. “You’ve been with some assholes, but I’m not one of them.”
“Really? Would we be having this conversation if I hadn’t beaten your ass in target practice?”
She had him there. “Maybe not. It’s because you’re my equal—in some categories,” he emphasized, “that I find you this intriguing. You’re the whole package, Metlin. You’re a soldier, so you understand my military background. You’re a terrific soldier, which means you share my desire to be the best. You’re intelligent, which means I won’t be bored when we’re not in bed together. And you’re hellaciously sexy, so I won’t be bored in it, either. So, yeah—I’m interested. Maybe in something more than a fling, but we’ll have to get to know each other to find that out.”
“Fine.” She headed for the door. “We’ll get to know each other, just not in bed.”
“AT LEAST THERE’S nothing competitive about sledding,” Regan said as they bundled up the following morning to hit the local hotspot for sledding fun.
Sarah nodded, but she wasn’t altogether sure that was true, and it didn’t take long after they arrived at the hill for her to be proven right. The entire gang from the Hall had come, along with several additional groups of friends. Sarah hadn’t been sledding since she was a kid and she was surprised that a group of grownups would think of it, but her first trip flying down the hill on a plastic toboggan reminded her just how fun it could be. The wide hill held a multitude of trails, with new ones being added all the time by enthusiastic kids and adults. Mason, Austin, Zane and Dan quickly got to work on building a crazy trail full of bumps and jumps, competing with each other to see who could take the wildest ride. Sarah stuck with Regan and Ella who, both being pregnant, were confined to a couple of gentle trails down the softly sloping side of the hill.
“I wish I had a camera,” Regan said as they stood at the top of the hill and watched Mason go flying off a jump halfway down the hill.
“Why, so you can film the moment he breaks his leg?” Ella said. “I can’t even watch!”
“Are you sure you want to stay with us boring people?” Regan turned to Sarah. “I won’t mind if you join the men.”
Sarah watched Mason, Dan and Zane all pile on a single toboggan. Austin gave them a running push and jumped on the end. He held on for dear life, but the toboggan quickly left him behind. Zane spilled off after the first jump and the second one sent the other two airborne.
“I don’t think so,” she said slowly.
“Sarah! Sarah, come on!” Dan called as he brushed himself off and made his way up the hill.
“Someone’s got a crush on you.” Ella giggled. “He’s really cute, too. I think you should go for it.”
“Sarah!”
“Go,” Regan urged her.
Sarah gave in. “Coming!”
“Make sure you bet him four naked laps around the Hall this time,” Ella called as she tromped away through the snow.
“Try out our run—it’s awesome!” Dan didn’t wait for her answer when she reached him. Instead, he took her hand and led the way to the top of the trail.
“No way. I’ll give you a push, though. A big one.”
He shot her a look. “How about I push you?”
“How about you don’t?”
“Kids, kids,” Mason said. “I’ll push both of you.”
Somehow Sarah found herself on the toboggan with Dan’s arms wrapped around her. She was wedged between his legs in a very intimate way and he kissed her on the neck as Mason shoved them into position at the top of the trail.
“Hey!” She shrugged him away. “I don’t think I want to do this.”
“Too late!” Mason shoved them over the edge and Sarah screamed as they hurtled down the side of the hill, hit the first jump and went airborne. Dan hung on to her and managed to cushion her fall. She was practically in his lap as they hurtled toward the next one.
Sarah screamed again when they hit it. This time Dan couldn’t keep hold of her. He flew one way, she flew another and landed in a heap in the snow.
“Are you all right?” Seconds later, Dan pulled her to her feet.
“Ouch!” Sarah rubbed her tailbone.
“Want me to kiss it and make it better?” Dan took over for her, rubbing the base of her spine, sliding his hand lower until he brushed the curve of her bottom. Sarah slugged him. “Just trying to help.” He sprinted away to retrieve their toboggan before she could hit him again.
Sarah didn’t make any bets with Dan, but she did sled with him again. And again. And again. The truth was, she liked his arms around her. Liked sitting on his lap, his powerful legs keeping her in place. She liked tumbling out of the sled and going head over heels in the deep snow. By the time they left to make the return drive to the Hall, she was bruised all over and exhausted from laughing so hard.
“You’re going to need a hot soak,” Regan told her as they climbed the steps to the Hall. “Why don’t you go on up and have one while Ella and I get dinner on?”
“I’ll help you with dinner.”
“Nope. Take your bath. That’s an order.”
“Yes, ma’am.” She headed straight up the stairs. Heavy footsteps behind her told her Dan was following her up.
“I need a hot soak, too, but I bet if we fill up two tubs neither of us will get enough hot water.”
“So let me guess. You want to share a bath.”
“Actually I was going to toss a coin for who got to go first, but now that you mention it, it sounds like a great idea.”
“Forget it.”
“What if I promise not to touch you?”
“Yeah, right.”
“I’m an honorable man, Metlin. When I make a promise, I keep it.”
“You’re going to sit in a tub with me and not touch me?”
“That’s right.”
“I bet you can’t.”
“I bet I can.”
This was the craziest thing she’d ever done, but the devilish look on Dan’s face echoed her own desire to try this out. She threw caution to the wind. “Okay—deal. If you touch me, then no more trying to get me into bed. You can’t talk to me, proposition me, kiss me—nothing. That’s it; the end.”
“And if I don’t touch you? What do I get?”
“Five minutes.” Heat rushed through Sarah. Had she really just said that?
“Five minutes for what?” He moved closer and Sarah’s heart stopped. She could barely find the breath to speak.
“To touch me any way you want.”
His gaze searched hers and she knew he was wondering if she really meant it.
She did, but at the same time she wanted to dart into her room and hide. What kind of game was she playing here?
The kind of game that was bound to bring big trouble.
“Deal.”
Without another word they gathered their things from their bedrooms and met on the second floor where one of the bathrooms contained a clawfoot tub. Dan ran the bath while Sarah scolded herself silently for being such a reckless idiot. There was no way this would turn out well.
They were silent as the water ran. When Dan turned off the tap, he stripped and climbed in slowly, giving her ample time to look at his muscular body. He leaned back against one rounded end and stretched out his legs. “I won’t move,” he told her. “You climb in, sit where you want, do what you want. If you touch me that’s not my fault. I won’t touch you.”
That sounded like a challenge if she’d ever heard one. Sarah’s throat went dry as she stripped off her sweater, then gripped the hemline of her shirt, preparing to take it off, too. After years in the military, she didn’t have a modest bone in her body; there wasn’t time for that kind of thing. But with Dan staring at her, she found it hard to breathe.
She pulled her shirt over her head and tossed it away. Stripped off her soaking jeans and socks.
“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Dan said.
Heat pulsed through Sarah even though she was nearly naked. She reached back to unclasp her bra and tossed it aside, too. A sharp intake of breath from Dan told her he appreciated the view. She fought the urge to cross her arms and cover herself, took a deep breath of her own and shimmied out of her panties.
Dan’s expression softened as he took her in, and she didn’t feel like he was ogling her in a disrespectful way. Instead she felt as if he was appreciative of the gift she was giving him. Suddenly feeling vulnerable, she hesitated.
“Come on in,” he said. His low, rich voice warmed her all over again, as did the water as she slipped into it and arranged herself at the far end, leaning back against the high, curved side of the tub opposite Dan.
She kept waiting for him to reach out and tug her close, but he didn’t. He sat back and gazed at her. Her feet were positioned by his crotch and she was all too aware of his body responding to hers. When she shifted, her legs grazed his.
“You look beautiful.”
Sarah knew she was blushing. She couldn’t help it. “Thanks.”
A minute passed as they stared at each other. Sarah couldn’t believe the restraint Dan was showing. After all, she was right here. Naked.
And wet.
Another minute passed. Sarah shifted, growing uncomfortable under his steady gaze. She wanted him to touch her, she realized.
She decided to do an experiment. “How are you enjoying your stay so far?” She gave a little bounce that lifted her breasts out of the water and set them bobbing.
Dan’s gaze zeroed in on them. “Great. I love it here on the ranch.”
She reached for the shower gel, squirted some in her hand and lathered it up over her arms, shoulders and chest. She ran her hands in circles around her breasts and tweaked her nipples until they stood at attention. “Have you ever been to Montana before?”
“What? Oh… no. This is my first time.” Dan couldn’t seem to look away. She splashed away the soap, sliding her hands over her breasts again to remove any last traces of bubbles.
“How long will it take you to set up your new business?”
Dan’s gaze followed her hands as she poured another dollop of shower gel into them, lathered up again and got to her knees. The maneuver was slightly awkward in the close confines of the tub, but she managed it. She slid her soapy hands over her torso and down her thighs.
“A few months. Maybe more.”
“And you’re looking for a partner?” She slid her hands up her thighs and between her legs. Dan’s gaze tracked her every move.
“Yeah, I’m looking for a partner.”
Sarah glanced at him. Noticed that he was ready for a partner right now. The thought of him taking her here in the tub made her tingle all over.
But he still didn’t move.
Sarah splashed herself again. Got more shower gel.
“You’re running out of places to wash.” His ironic tone told her he knew exactly what she was doing and he wasn’t fooled. She realized she’d set up the bet in such a way that he wouldn’t move—wouldn’t touch her the way she longed to be touched.
Unless…
With a secret grin, Sarah turned around on her knees and braced herself with one hand against the edge of the tub. She scrubbed the other soapy hand over her exposed bottom.
A groan from Dan told her he wasn’t immune to this. “Sarah… hell.”
She looked over her shoulder, expecting Dan to finally move to join her. Expecting to feel him behind her—maybe even pressing into her. She wanted him inside her so badly.
But he still hadn’t moved.
Except for his hand.
He was watching her and stroking himself, his expression telling her he wasn’t far off from finishing. “You are… amazing,” he said. “Go on.”
She knew what he meant. He wanted to watch her turn herself on. He wanted to watch her come. For one second she thought about stepping out of the tub, wrapping up in a towel and denying him that. Only for a second, though. Then she dipped her hand between her legs again.
Knowing Dan was watching her served as all the aphrodisiac she needed. Swirling her fingers over herself, dipping and sliding them inside of her, thinking about what it would feel like when Dan slipped inside of her—because he would someday—she panted with her rising desire.
“Sarah—look at me.”
She did so, over her shoulder. She watched him watching her back. Stroking himself, his breath as quick and hard as hers.
With a cry she went over the edge, still watching him. Barely another moment passed before he tilted his head back and groaned, coming hard under his own touch. Sarah cried out again, her release going on and on, fueled by the knowledge that he was taking in every second of her passion. This was far more revealing than stripping off her clothes. This was like cracking open her soul.
When she was done, she hesitated, breathing hard, flushed from the experience but also from embarrassment. That was too much to share with someone like Dan, who took every opportunity to compete with her.
Dan swiftly moved beside her, kneeling in the water. He put a hand under her chin and tilted it up so she had to look at him. “You are so beautiful.” He kissed her deeply and she understood from that kiss that he would never use what she’d shared with him against her. When he broke off the kiss, he pulled her close, wrapped his arms around her and rested her head against his chest so that she could hear his heartbeat loud and strong. He held her that way until she relaxed against him, knowing his embrace was his way of showing her how grateful he was she’d opened herself to him. Sarah trusted what his body was saying. She could have stayed there forever, but the tub beneath her knees was hard and the water was growing cool.
They showered off together, their ban on touching lifted without a word from either one. Sarah gave him his five minutes and more, allowing him to soap her up all over again, rinse off her body, and then kneel down between her legs and bring her to another shuddering orgasm as the water sluiced down over her and she braced herself against his wide, strong shoulders.
“What about you?” she gasped afterward when he turned the shower off.
“Next time.” He stole a deep, hungry kiss.
Would there be a next time? Sarah met his gaze again, and decided the answer was yes.



Chapter Seven
‡
“I
TOLD YOU you’d like her,” Mason told Dan the next day as Dan helped him finish the morning chores. They moved down the line of stalls topping up the feed mixture for each of the horses. They’d already checked the cattle herd and made sure all was right with the critters that were this ranch’s bread and butter.
“I have to admit it, you were right.”
Mason glanced at him. “You disappeared for a long time yesterday afternoon.”
“Got a little distracted.”
“I’ll bet.” Mason laughed. “I meant what I said yesterday, though. You screw this up and I’ll never hear the end of it from Regan.”
“I won’t screw it up.” Dan hesitated. “How did you know Regan was the one?”
Mason’s eyebrows shot up. “The one? Hell, Dan, you’ve only known Sarah for a couple of days. I wasn’t saying you have to marry her.”
“I know. It wasn’t remotely on my radar when I arrived on the plane, but Sarah isn’t interested in a one-night stand. She’s looking for more.” He shrugged. “I guess I am too. Surprisingly enough. Not marriage, necessarily. Not yet, anyway. But something.” He braced himself for Mason’s ridicule, but Mason looked thoughtful.
“It’s funny how it hits you hard all at once, isn’t it? One minute you’re a SEAL with a job to do, one hundred percent concentrated on the mission at hand. The next minute—boom!—you’re ready to get married.”
“It was like that for you?”
“Yeah, it was,” Mason admitted. “Hit me like a ton of bricks. Guess I always thought I’d have to do a bunch of soul-searching to make my choice, but as soon as I saw Regan, something clicked. It was that simple.”
“Feels about that simple with Sarah.” He was grateful Mason was the kind of friend he could say this out loud to. “I didn’t think I was the marrying kind.”
Mason laughed. “Buddy, no man thinks he’s the marrying kind until suddenly the marrying kind is all he is. If you think you could love Sarah, go for it. Don’t mess around and get caught short-handed when another man steals her away.”
Another man? Hell, no. Every fiber in his body denied that possibility. No one was allowed to touch Sarah.
No one but him.
“BRR, IS IT me or is it extra cold today?” Ella said as she entered the Hall’s cheerful kitchen, a gust of cold air blowing past her to prove her point.
“The temperatures dipped way down overnight. Another day or two of this and it will be great skating weather.” Regan carried a plate of bacon into the dining room. Sarah followed her with a pitcher of orange juice. She was beginning to feel at home here on the ranch, and she enjoyed the camaraderie among the women here.
“Today’s a good day for staying indoors.” Ella hung up her jacket, washed her hands, and moved straight to the cutting board where Regan had left several oranges. She got to work slicing them up.
“Don’t forget poker and pool tonight at the Cruz ranch,” Regan said.
“What should we bring?”
“I thought I’d bake some brownies,” Sarah put in. She’d felt so included since she’d come to Chance Creek, she wanted to give back a little, and brownies were her specialty.
“We bought some wine to take along, too,” Regan said.
“Sounds good.”
“Smells good, you mean,” Dan said, coming into the kitchen. “Gotta love the breakfasts around here. No cold cereal at Crescent Hall.”
“That’s for sure,” Regan said. “We all work hard so we get to eat real food. Sit down and help yourself.”
The meal was as noisy an affair as usual as the men all filed in to join them, and Sarah enjoyed the banter as she ate her French toast and bacon. She felt Dan’s gaze on her and did her best not to catch his eye. She felt sure she’d give herself away if she did. The previous day in the bath had been… amazing. Her whole body buzzed with longing every time she allowed herself to think about it—which was about every fifteen seconds. She wanted to be with Dan again. Wanted to feel his touch.
But overnight she’d realized that was a very bad idea.
In a few days she’d return to the military and Dan would move on to start his new career. Despite all their time together they hadn’t once had a real conversation about his plans. He hadn’t asked her if she was interested in his venture, or for her advice—or for her money, as an investment. She was separate in his mind from his future business. Which meant she was probably separate from his future, period.
She was very clear that she wanted more than a fling with Dan.
“I guess you two will have to call off your competitions for the day, won’t you?” Ella asked, shaking Sarah from her reverie.
“I guess.” She caught Dan’s eye and the look he gave her told her he was thinking about their bathtub escapade too.
“Not necessarily.” He reached out and grabbed the butter dish, pulling it closer to his plate so he could butter a piece of toast.
“What are you going to bet on? Monopoly or tic-tac-toe?” Mason asked.
“I’m not into games like that.” Dan shrugged.
“We don’t have video games,” Regan said.
“You could bet on who’s better at washing dishes,” Ella suggested.
“Or mopping floors, for that matter.” Regan smiled.
“How about who’s faster at cleaning toilets?” Austin’s tone told Sarah he’d been stuck with that particular chore one too many times.
“How about who makes better brownies?” Ella said with a smile at Sarah.
“I’d win that hands down.” Her brownies were top notch.
“You gonna take that sitting down?” Austin nudged Dan.
“SEALs don’t bake.” Mason passed the plate of bacon to Regan.
“Maybe SEALs should bake once in a while,” she said.
“I’ll have you know SEALs are very good at baking.” Dan took the plate of bacon from Regan and helped himself to several pieces. “Game on, Metlin.”
“How are we going to judge the winner?” she said. “No fair getting all the men to vote for you.”
“We’ll have to have a blind taste test,” Ella said. “We can do it at Ethan and Autumn Cruz’s place tonight. People will take turns being blindfolded and eating your brownies, and they’ll say which one they like best. We’ll let Autumn tally up the votes—she doesn’t know either of you so she won’t be biased.”
“Won’t she be upset if we take over her party like that?” It sounded rude to Sarah.
“Are you kidding? She’ll love it. Those Cruz ranch people get up to weird stuff all the time. It’s practically joke central over there, from what I hear. We’ve only gotten to know them in the last few months, but I like Autumn a lot. You will, too.”
“And they’ll all like my brownies,” Dan said with satisfaction.
“DO YOU KNOW how to bake brownies?” Mason asked Dan later when he caught him hiding out in the barn searching for recipes online on his phone.
“Not a clue.”
“Doesn’t look too hard.” Mason peered over his shoulder at the recipe Dan had pulled up. “I’m sure Regan has all the ingredients in her kitchen. She’s got everything in there.”
Dan just nodded. He was reading the recipe over again.
“What are you doing?”
“Memorizing it. If Sarah sees me following a recipe she’ll know I’ve pulled a fast one.”
“Why don’t you just ask her out? It’d be a hell of a lot simpler than whatever it is you’ve got going on.”
“Simple isn’t necessarily best.” Dan started at the beginning again.
“Yeah, but it isn’t necessarily the worst, either.”
“DO YOU KNOW what you’re doing?” Sarah asked later when she and Dan were alone in the kitchen. The others had moved into the living room where they’d broken out board games to pass the time.
“Of course.” Dan picked shards of eggshell out of his batter and wiped his fingers surreptitiously on a piece of paper towel. Sarah pretended not to see. She had noticed the hesitant way he moved about the kitchen, though, as if he didn’t spend much time cooking. Too busy going on covert missions, she suspected. Not that she’d done much cooking these past few years, either. Not a lot of time for that no matter what branch of the military you joined. She’d done a fair amount in the past, though.
“I used to work at a bakery in junior high,” she said conversationally. “Just about every afternoon after school. I came up with this recipe then—it was one of the store’s best sellers. They still carry it today.”
“Nice.” Dan was measuring out an amount of flour that seemed out of proportion to the rest of his ingredients. When he grabbed a box of cornstarch from Regan’s cupboard, Sarah only just stopped herself from intercepting him. Cornstarch in brownies? That didn’t seem right.
“We never named the prizes for this contest. What do I get when I win?” She turned back to her own batter.
“If you win, you get whatever you want. Just remember—you don’t have to make me run around the Hall to see me naked. I’ll indulge that desire any time you like.”
She wouldn’t mind indulging that desire right now, but she only said, “I’m sore from sledding yesterday. If I win, I want…” She hesitated, unable to mouth the words she’d planned. She was supposed to say she wanted him to leave her alone. Instead, she heard herself say, “… an hour massage.”
“That could be fun.”
She berated herself for continuing to embroil herself in a relationship that meant nothing to Dan. “Or maybe you should run around the Hall naked four times.”
“You don’t have much of an imagination, Metlin. Let’s stick to the massage.”
But she did have an imagination. An all-too vivid one. She could picture exactly what it would feel to have Dan’s hands all over her, rubbing oil into her sore muscles, skimming up and down her arms, legs and body. She was getting warm just thinking about it.
“If I win I want to give you a massage with a happy ending.”
She didn’t even know how to answer that, except to focus on her brownies.
She’d better win. No matter how much she ached to lose.
“THOSE LOOK WONDERFUL!” Autumn Cruz said as she took the decorative tin full of brownies from Sarah’s hands later that evening. They’d driven over to the Cruz ranch in several vehicles, but Dan had made sure to get a seat next to Sarah. He’d taken her hand and held it during the drive, but otherwise hadn’t made a move. He knew they’d be together tonight in some form or other. It just remained to be seen how far they’d go.
He hoped to make love to Sarah, but he could be patient if he needed to be. He wanted to fully explore this relationship. All afternoon he’d watched Sarah as she baked, as she talked and laughed with Regan and the others, and as she’d stared out the windows at the distance from time to time, lost in thought. He wanted to know what she was thinking about. He wanted to know everything about her. Mason was right, it was far too soon to think about marriage, but he was beginning to think that Sarah was the woman he’d someday propose to. He wanted her to know that’s what he ultimately wanted, even if it was early days yet. He wasn’t sure she was ready to hear that, though. Somehow he needed to convince her he was for real. He’d keep challenging her to contests and doing his best to win them, but it was time for him to show her what he was really all about.
“Those look… interesting,” Autumn said to him when he handed her his own offering. He wasn’t sure about the results of his experiment. While Sarah’s brownies were a deep chocolaty brown, his were decidedly… pale. He’d added baking chocolate, so that couldn’t be it, but something was wrong.
“No one can taste those brownies yet,” Regan chimed in as she entered the Cruz guest house behind him. “We’re doing a blind taste test later one when everyone’s here to determine which recipe is best.”
“Okay, I’ll put these aside then.” Autumn moved away to do just that and Regan caught up to Dan.
“Mason says you’re getting serious about being interested in Sarah.”
“Maybe.” He wished Mason had kept his mouth shut.
“Don’t worry; I won’t tell her. I just don’t think you’re going about it in the right way, if it’s true. All this competition.” Regan shook her head. “Sarah gets that from every guy she meets. What she doesn’t get is respect.”
“I respect her.” And he’d told her that, too. From what he’d seen she was a hell of a woman besides being a hell of a soldier. He hadn’t pushed things too far, had he?
He thought about it, running through each competition in his mind. No, he hadn’t gone too far at all. She had to know he wouldn’t challenge her that way if he didn’t respect her capabilities.
He watched her laugh at something Mason had said. Tonight she looked every inch a woman in her wrap-around red dress, her curly hair framing her delicate face. He couldn’t wait to get her alone later.
“Then show it.” Regan led the way into the crowded great room where card tables had been set up and a buffet of snacks and treats lined up on the counter between the living area and kitchen. Dan thought about the contest tonight and what he’d win if his brownies somehow triumphed over hers. His groin tightened at the images that paraded through his mind.
Sure, he’d show Sarah respect. After he beat her at a few more competitions.



Chapter Eight
‡
“ALL I’M SAYING is that more women than men did the taste test. The results were biased.”
Sarah did her best not to laugh as she followed Dan over to the pool table that stood to one side in the Cruz’s large living room. “The results weren’t biased—you don’t put cornstarch in brownies. Everyone knows that.” They’d sat at the same poker table for the first round of games, but both of them had been knocked out by the more experienced Hold ’Em players at the table. Dan had challenged her to a game of pool while they waited, and she’d accepted. He might just get a surprise or two here, as well. She’d played a lot of pool growing up.
They had to wait for another couple to finish their game, however. Rose and Cab Johnson were already playing a rather cutthroat match. Cab Johnson was the local sheriff. Rose was an artist who also ran the local jewelry store.
“I believe that’s your pants,” Cab was saying to Rose as they walked up. He had just sunk the three ball in the corner pocket.
Rose glanced up, saw them and blushed furiously. She shot Cab a meaningful look. Sarah wondered what was going on between them.
When Cab turned around and saw them, he laughed. “Looks like we’re busted.”
“What are you doing?” Sarah asked curiously.
“Don’t you dare tell them,” Rose said to her husband.
“Mum’s the word.” He winked at Sarah and pretended to zip shut his mouth and throw away the key. She had to laugh along with him, more curious than ever. Rose and Cab finished their game quickly and walked away arm and arm.
“I think they just slipped upstairs to make out,” Dan said, craning his neck to see. “What are they, teenagers?”
“You don’t believe in making out?”
“Those two are married—aren’t they supposed to stand on opposite sides of the room and eye each other with disdain?”
“That’s your vision of marriage? Count me out.”
“Ah, so you think when you’re married you’ll want to slip away and make out with your husband?”
“I hope so.” She racked the balls and settled them on the table. She had just cued up to take her first shot when Dan slapped the side of the table. “Strip pool.”
“What?” She straightened up again.
“They were playing strip pool. He said, that was your pants, when he made the shot. They were playing strip pool without actually stripping. I wonder who won?”
“Both of them, don’t you think? At least they’ll both win later when they’re alone.” She bent down again to line up her shot.
“We could play strip pool,” he said, his voice low and suggestive.
His words ran through her like a lightning bolt. That could be fun.
A cheer went up from their old table and Sarah turned to see that the game was over and Ned Matheson, one of the local cowboys, had won.
“Everyone up for another round?” Ethan Cruz called out.
“Guess we’ll have to defer our game.” Dan came to lean against the pool table next to her. He touched her wrist. “How about we reconvene at midnight?”
“We don’t have a pool table at the Hall.” She didn’t think she’d managed to hide her disappointment.
He leaned forward, putting his mouth near her ear. “We’ll improvise.”
DAN DIDN’T SAY a word to Sarah when they arrived home later that night and climbed to the third floor to their respective bedrooms. As soon as they reached the top of the stairs, he grabbed her wrist and pulled her into his room. Closing the door behind her, he maneuvered her against it, pressed his body against hers and kissed her.
Sarah met him with equal passion, snaking her hands around his neck and pulling him down to meet her as she stood up on tip-toes to reach him. He gripped her hips and pulled her in tight. He couldn’t get close enough to her. He wanted more.
But he wouldn’t rush things.
After a few minutes, he pulled away, hard and aching to be inside her right now, but wanting to spin this out—wanting to play with her before things got serious. He took a deck of cards out of his pocket.
“Did you steal those?” Sarah asked.
“I liberated them,” he corrected her. “I’ll liberate them back into Mason’s pocket when we’re done. He can take them back to the Cruzes next week.”
“You want to play cards?” Her tone told him she wanted something else—something far more intimate. He wanted that too.
“Like you said, we don’t have a pool table.”
Interest flashed in her eyes. “Strip poker? That’s kind of trite, isn’t it?”
“What do you want to play? Strip Go Fish?”
She chuckled. “Strip Go Fish might be awesome. But what about my massage?”
“Baby, no matter what, you’ll get your massage tonight. I promise.”
She bit her lip and turned away.
He led her to the bed and sat down. “How about this. We’ll play Go Fish with a twist. If you ask for a card and have to go fish, you take off a piece of clothing. If you ask for a card and get the one you need to make a pair, you get to tell the other person where they have to kiss you.”
Sarah smiled. “Okay.”
As she sat down on the bed and tucked her legs beneath her, a hot twist of desire tightened in Dan’s gut. There was only one way this game could end and he knew Sarah anticipated that ending as much as he did. She wanted a massage? Well, she’d get one, after he’d made love to her until she was exhausted.
Was there anything better than playing games with a consensual partner? A beautiful, intelligent, competent partner? He’d worried a little that all Sarah’s working out would leave her as rock hard as the men he served with, but from the little of her he’d been able to explore, he’d found her an enticing mix of strength and softness. Sure, her arms and legs and stomach were taut, each muscle defined by hours of training, but her breasts were lush and her ass—he stifled a groan. Her ass was perfect for his hands to cup and squeeze.
He was growing hard already and they hadn’t even begun to play. Did Sarah know what she did to him? He looked up and caught her looking back. Yeah, she did.
He dealt the cards. Sarah led off by asking for an eight. He grinned and told her to go fish. She undid the tie that held her dress and peeled it off. The swell of her breasts straining forward as she removed it made him anticipate the moment when he’d get to kiss her there. She wore a far prettier bra and panty set than he’d thought a hardened soldier like her would choose.
“Very nice.”
“Yeah, yeah. Move it along, SEALman.”
He asked for a Jack. Sarah bit her lip and reluctantly handed it over. Dan realized he was wearing far too many clothes for her to kiss him anywhere interesting, so he pointed to his neck under his ear. “Kiss me here.”
She crawled over to him on hands and knees, her breasts dangling enticingly in their lacey cups, and kissed him softly but thoroughly where he’d asked. He was growing harder by the minute, and when she sat back down, it was all he could do not to toss away the cards and jump her.
“Do you have a three?” she asked.
“Go fish.”
She removed her earrings this time. “You’ve got way more clothes on than I do. I have to hold out as long as I can.”
But after the next few rounds Dan only wore his boxer briefs, his socks and his watch. Sarah asked for a seven, got it, laid down her pair and cupped her breasts, still encased in her lovely bra. “Kiss me here.”
Dan did so gladly, moving to crouch by the side of the bed where she sat. He lingered over the soft mounds, brushing his mouth over one, down into the space between them and up over the other. He peeled back the cups of her bra and dropped kisses onto her nipples, too, teasing them into hard peaks. Sarah’s breathing became unsteady and he knew why. He wanted her as much as she wanted him.
He asked for a queen next, didn’t get it and tugged off his boxer briefs gratefully. When she asked for a three again and he still didn’t have it, he knew she was as eager as he was to get on with things. She slid her panties off, and he had a hard time tearing his gaze from the trimmed thatch of hair that covered her there. He couldn’t wait to explore every inch of her.
“Do you have a two?”
She handed it over, her eyes gleaming. Could he ask for what he really wanted?
He decided he could.
He encircled his hardness with one hand. “Right here, baby.”
She smiled. Crawled back over to where he sat. Dipped her head down.
Dan groaned when she took him inside her mouth. He had wanted her so bad, for so long, he wasn’t sure how long he could last under this sweet torment. As she caressed him with her tongue and lips he fought hard to maintain control, but when she braced her hands on his hips and drew him in deep he thought it was all over.
Somehow he lasted through several minutes of her attentions, but then he took her shoulders and drew her upright.
“I want you.”
She nodded.
“Do you want to finish the game?”
She shook her head.
“There’s just one more thing I have to do.” He pushed her gently onto her back, and bent down to return the favor she’d bestowed on him. He had to know how she tasted, even though he longed to plunge inside her without another moment’s hesitation.
She was glorious on his tongue and he explored her, loving the way she clutched the covers and lifted her hips to meet him. Her ragged breathing and her small cries heating him up all over again, he made himself take the time to thoroughly enjoy her before sitting up.
“Ready?”



Chapter Nine
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“I’M READY.” OH, was she ready. She didn’t think she’d last a minute when they came together, not the way she felt right now.
He seemed to understand her need. He reared up and maneuvered himself closer to her. “I don’t know why, but I keep thinking our first time should be some kind of acrobatic feat.”
“Our first time better be some kind of soon,” she countered. “Acrobatic or otherwise.”
“It’ll be soon.” His voice held a promise that revved her up all over again. “I just want it to be memorable.”
“Memorable?”
He bent closer and brushed his lips over hers again. “Memorable, sweetheart. Because we both need to remember it for the rest of our lives. Come on.” He pulled her up before Sarah could make sense of that last declaration.
“Where are we going?”
“Right here.” He pointed to the bare wall in front of them; the only blank space in the small room.
“Up against the wall?” That wasn’t that unusual, but she knew she’d have a great time no matter how they did it.
“Up against the wall—upside down.”
Sarah laughed out loud, then clapped a hand over her mouth, aware of all the other people sleeping in the Hall. “You can’t do it upside down.”
“Ever tried?”
“No.” A thought occurred to her. “Have you?” She didn’t like that idea at all.
“No. But if ever there were two people who could get it done, it’s us.”
She bit her lip, the challenge in his voice igniting her own competitive nature. Could they do it? “Okay,” she heard herself say.
Dan tugged her close. “If it’s a complete disaster I’ll apologize and bang you silly missionary style; I promise.”
“I’ll hold you to it.” If she didn’t break her neck. “How do we do it?”
“We start out like this.”
She held her breath as he executed a perfect handstand against the wall.
“Fuck.” He regained his feet in an athletic movement. “Condom,” he added apologetically and quickly pulled one out of his pants pocket, where they were heaped on the floor. Sliding it on in a matter of moments, he once more did a handstand against the wall.
“Wait, what do I do?” she asked. If she followed his example, her back would be to his front, which might work, but wasn’t what she wanted. But how could she do a handstand and end up front to front?
“Backbend and kick over,” Dan said, almost conversationally, as if he could stay in that handstand all night. Which he probably could, Sarah thought as she moved into place. A backbend didn’t faze her, although she hadn’t kicked over and out of one since she was a pre-teen still taking gymnastics lessons. She leaned back and let herself fall into position, her hands in front of Dan’s, her face nearly nose to nose with his. “Kick,” he prompted.
“I’m not sure I can.” But she tried and to her surprise she made it, her feet landing against the wall in between Dan’s. Now the real problem became clear to Sarah. “I’m too short. You’ll never reach. Or I’ll never reach you, anyway.” Bracing her legs against the wall, she began to shift around, but while she was able to locate the tip of his hardness, and even tease both of them by nudging it just a bit inside her wet, waiting folds, the difference in their heights was too extreme to get any further.
“Hold on.” Dan grunted as he maneuvered, shifting from hand to hand. Sarah strained upward, eager for him to move deeper, nearly crying in frustration when she couldn’t achieve it. “Hold on.” Dan’s voice was strained. Sarah realized he was bending his arms, slowly, slowly, pushing into her centimeter by centimeter as he moved down into a headstand. She gasped aloud as the width of him filled her with such agonizing, exquisite slowness that she nearly came right then. Dan was magnificent; she’d never felt like this—not vertically or horizontally, or any which way up. She knew that no single session with him, no matter how acrobatic, could ever be enough.
Suddenly she understood why he’d said forever.
She was determined to give them both what he sought; a sexual experience they could remember and share for a lifetime. It didn’t make sense; there was no way they could feel that way for each other so soon, but suddenly she was sure. It was what she wanted, sensible or no.
“Now what?” she gasped. If they stayed like this, she’d come all right—she didn’t need anything more but to be filled by Dan for that. But she wanted more. She wanted to make him come too.
“Hang on,” he warned and began to move again. He pushed himself up, his biceps bulging with the strain as he slid up the wall and out of her. In one fluid motion, he sunk down again, refilling her until she thought she would shatter apart. “All those damn pushups are finally paying off,” he gasped and did it again.
Sarah’s arms trembled and from time to time she wobbled, but there was no way she’d let herself lose her balance. This was far too exquisite to miss. She let her legs fall open, bracing her toes against the cool wall to either side of Dan’s legs. As he slowly filled her and withdrew she trembled all over.
“Dan—”
He knew what she meant. “That’s it, baby. Come. I want to see you.” He plunged back down again, filling her to the hilt. Pushed up and plunged again, the sweet friction taking her close to the edge. He pulled out and plunged in again.
Sarah came with an intensity that made her cry out. Ripples of ecstasy exploded through her body.
She nearly fell when Dan came too, bracing himself in place in one of his downstrokes, pulsing inside her again and again until she didn’t know how she’d stay upright until he was done.
She did it, though. And when he withdrew from her, she arched her back, dropped down into another backbend and stood up as gracefully as she had back in gymnastics class. Dan tumbled down a bit more roughly, and staggered before standing again. He clapped his hands to his temples. “Fuck—head rush.” He sat down hard on the ground. Sarah sat down beside him, nearly climbing into his lap with her desire to regain that close connection. She satisfied herself with kissing his neck, his ear, his jaw until he regained his equilibrium and caught her mouth with his. He kissed her thoroughly, sliding his hands all over her, igniting her desire all over again. “You are amazing,” he said finally, pulling back. “You are the eighth wonder of the world.”
“You are so fucking incredible.”
They stared at each other.
“Someone should have filmed that,” Dan finally said. “Not that I ever set out to be a porn star, but shit—there should be a documentary or something.”
“Best sex ever.”
“Best sex ever,” he agreed. “For now.” He searched her face. “This is a for now situation, right? We’ll do it again?”
Sarah met his gaze, suddenly shy. “I want to.”
“I don’t just mean tonight.” Dan’s arms tightened around her. Sarah closed her eyes as he nestled her in his lap. “I want more than tonight, Sarah.”
“I do, too.”
DID SHE UNDERSTAND what he was asking? Dan wondered as they untangled themselves, stood up and began to clean up from their whirlwind game and ensuing gymnastics. He excused himself to use the washroom down the hall and when he came back, Sarah took her turn. By the time they reunited, Dan felt like the moment was slipping away, and he didn’t want it to slip away. He’d never been with someone like Sarah—a woman who was his equal. He didn’t want to give up this feeling.
He caught her hand and led her to the bed, throwing back the covers. Sarah slid inside it and moved over to make room for him. Facing each other, their heads sharing one pillow, Dan was pleased to see that she wanted to touch him as much as he wanted to touch her.
“Do you think there could be something between us?” he asked. “Once you’re out of the military, would you come live with me?”
“Where?” she asked after an excruciatingly long moment.
Dan searched for an answer. “I don’t know,” he finally admitted. “I guess I could go anywhere. Anywhere I can buy some land. You know what I want to do.”
“A camp for wanna-be SEALs.” She nodded.
“How about you? Where do you want to go after the military?”
She shrugged. “I kind of like it here.”
Dan stilled. Here. He tested the idea. Would he like to remain in Chance Creek with Mason, his brothers, and their wives? Could he become part of this community? Montana was a good place for survival training.
He turned the thought over in his mind. Montana was a great place, actually. He could run different types of programs in the different seasons. Winter survival was a whole different ballgame than summer survival, after all. He remembered the way he’d felt as the plane touched down at the start of his visit, how the small town and the surrounding countryside had intrigued him.
He liked the way the people worked together here, too. The way Mason and his brothers shared the ranch chores, and their wives were best friends. He liked the poker and pool night at the Cruz ranch and all the men and women he’d met there. He liked their easy joking and serious work ethic. He liked the pace of the days on the ranch, as well.
“I kind of like it here, too,” he said.
“We barely know each other.”
He leaned forward and kissed her. He wouldn’t let her slip away now. “We’ll know each other a hell of a lot better before the night’s through.”



Chapter Ten
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WHEN SHE WOKE beside Dan, Sarah stretched and savored the delicious knowledge that she could most likely enjoy him inside of her again before breakfast if they didn’t dawdle. When she turned to glance at the clock, she had to chuckle at the ache in her arms. She wasn’t sure how soon she could manage upside down sex with Dan again, but she figured if they didn’t try it again sometime, it would only be because they’d come up with a crazier idea.
“Morning, sunshine.” Dan slid an arm around her and pulling her in tighter.
“Morning.”
“That was something last night.”
“It really was.”
“That backbend was really sexy.” He ran a hand over her hip. “Who knew you were so flexible?”
“And strong. Don’t forget strong.”
“As if I could forget.”
Sarah smiled to herself. Finally, a man who could admit she was strong too. Dan might have started off as biased as her brothers against women in uniform, but she’d showed him he was wrong, and he’d been willing to change his mind. “Tell me more about your business.” Surely Dan would invite her to become involved now that he’d seen how capable she was. He must want to spend as much time with her as she wanted to spend with him.
“I will in a minute,” he said, bending to kiss her neck, “but first I need to feel you again. All of you.” He rolled on top of her and gathered her into his arms, kissing her until her head spun. “I can’t get enough of you,” he groaned, and dipped to take one nipple into his mouth. Wrapping his hands around her wrists, he teased and laved her sensitive skin with her tongue until she gasped and surrendered utterly to him. She had no problem laying back and letting Dan take charge in this department. She loved the way he made love to her. Dan moved over her with a mixture of strength and grace that turned her on as much as anything else. He explored her as if she were something precious that required every bit of his attention. When he had kissed her all over she felt thoroughly known and understood.
When he settled in between her legs, and pressed into her she opened for him, welcoming him inside. She shut her eyes and surrendered to the feelings he was stirring up inside her.
“Look at me,” he said and she met his gaze, seeing the desire in his eyes. She wondered what he saw in hers—the longing for a true connection? For love?
He watched her as he moved inside her, increasing his tempo until she was moments away from losing control. “So beautiful,” he said finally, still gazing into her eyes. She came with a cry she couldn’t have stifled. As ecstasy pulsed through her, he came too, bucking against her and grunting his own release. By the time they collapsed together she felt like she’d been stripped bare and her every hope and dream exposed to Dan.
Did he feel that too?
He gathered her close again, still joined to her. “I’m not going to let you go. You hear me?”
“I hear you.”
He ran his hands through her hair. “Who knew how sexy a regulation haircut could be?”
“I knew,” she teased, running her hand over his barely grown-out crewcut.
“Always a jokester.” He pulled out of her, and snuggled close. “I hope you weren’t joking about what you said last night—about settling here. I think this is the perfect place for a training camp.” He propped himself up on one elbow as he talked, still running his fingers through her curls now and then. “It’ll be for men who want to pit themselves against the best ex-SEALs around—to see if they have what it takes to survive the kind of brutal situations SEALs find themselves in when they serve. Mixed in to the craziness will be hiking, survival skills, camping—you name it. Real men doing real men things.”
“Pitting themselves against SEALs?”
“Hell, yeah. I’m going to ask Mason if he’d like to take part now and then, and I bet he’ll know some other guys we can ask. There are one or two guys I’ve served with who might like to join me.”
He sounded pleased as punch with the idea, but Sarah was reeling. Real men things? What about real women things? And what was this emphasis on SEALs? The Army had plenty of primal knowledge to offer anyone.
She shivered when a breath of cool air touched her skin, and waited for his invitation to become a partner in his business as her heart rate slowed.
None came.
As he talked on about wanting to build an obstacle course just like the one the Halls had, reality crashed over her. After everything they’d been through, after everything she’d shown him, he still didn’t think she was good enough.
Sarah moved to climb out of bed, but Dan’s arms tightened around her. “Hey, where are you going? We’ve got plenty of time.”
“For what?” Sarah shoved him away and climbed out from under the covers. “For more screwing around?”
“Well, yeah.” Dan sat up. “I’m always up for that.”
“Well, I guess I’m not. Back to reality, SEALman.” She pulled her clothes on as she spoke, nearly ripping her dress in her attempt to pull its sleeves right side out. If she’d been smart, she never would have left reality. She’d have known that all Dan’s words about respect and equality didn’t mean a thing.
She grabbed the rest of her things and swept out of the door, slamming it behind her. She didn’t care if she woke up the whole house. She was done with Dan. Done with every military man. Done with all of it.
It didn’t matter how hard she tried or how good she was, it never counted, simply because she was a woman. She stomped back to her own room and began to pack, dashing a hand over her eyes when they began to burn with unshed tears. Tears? She hadn’t cried once during her tours in Iraq and Afghanistan. She certainly wouldn’t cry over a stupid SEAL. It was her own damn fault she’d let him worm his way into her heart, the better to smash it the minute she relaxed and let her guard down. How many times did she have to learn this lesson before it took?
A light knock several minutes later announced Regan’s arrival. “I heard a door slam. Are you all right?” She glanced around. “Are you going somewhere?” she asked softly after letting herself into the room.
“I’m going home. I’m going to start the paperwork to leave the Army. I’ll serve out my time and do the best job I can, and then that’s it. I’m putting the military behind me.”
Regan sat down on the edge of the bed. “Does this have anything to do with a certain rather enthusiastic ex-SEAL?”
“Maybe. Partly.” Sarah shoved a pile of clothing into her suitcase. “He’s just the tip of the iceberg, though. It’s all of them. It’s everyone—the whole damn world.” She whirled around, spotted her comb and brush on the bureau and grabbed them too.
“It must be hard to be a woman in the military.”
“It shouldn’t be.” Sarah rounded on her. “It’s the twenty-first century. Why on earth is it still hard?”
“I don’t know.” Regan was sympathetic. “What I do know is that it’s Christmas Eve. I wish you’d stay.”
Sarah stopped her frantic packing. “I’m not mad at you. I hope you know that. You’ve been a terrific hostess.”
Regan nodded. “I know you’re not mad at me. You’re not mad at all, really, are you? You’re sad. Did something happen between you and Dan?”
“Dan happened,” Sarah said darkly. “It’s like he doesn’t see me at all.”
“Are you sure? He’s been staring at you all week.”
“At my body, you mean. He hasn’t noticed who I am, or what I do, or what my skills are.”
“What is it you’d like him to notice?”
“That I’m one of the best soldiers who ever lived!” Sarah exploded.
“You don’t think he knows that after these past few days? My God, Sarah—it’s amazing what you can do.” Regan smiled at her. “Anyway, I thought you two were getting along pretty well yesterday. Did you have some kind of lover’s spat?”
Sarah bit back a spate of angry words. “We’re not lovers.” Her face heated at the lie. “So we had sex. So it was fun. It didn’t mean a damn thing.”
A sharp intake of breath from the doorway was her first indication they were no longer alone. Both women whirled around to see Dan’s face darken with anger. He hesitated there, his gaze hard as he searched Sarah’s face. Then he turned on his heel and shut the door behind him.
Sarah let her hands drop, the paperback and toiletry kit she’d gathered to pack forgotten. Dan had come after her. Did that mean he cared for her?
“Go after him,” Regan urged. “Now he thinks you don’t like him.”
“He’s right. I don’t like him.” Her voice wobbled with the lie. The truth was, she didn’t like herself. She was always fighting against her circumstances—always at odds with everyone else. Always trying to fit into a system that wouldn’t accommodate her. She didn’t even know who she was anymore. Why was it so important that Dan acknowledge her strengths and skills when she knew how much she’d accomplished? When would she stop waiting for her brothers or father to pat her on the head and tell her how good she’d done when she’d proved to herself over and over again how capable she was?
She was an amazing soldier. One of the best she’d ever met, and the real truth was that the pain she’d been feeling had little to do with the Army, and everything to do with her fear that she wouldn’t be good at anything else.
The time had come for her to leave the military and try something new. She just didn’t know what it was. For one moment she’d thought it was to join forces with Dan, both in his business and in their personal lives. To create a life with him. Maybe even a family someday.
He didn’t want to share his dream with her, though.
“Sarah.” Regan touched her arm and Sarah realized despite her resolution, tears were streaking down her cheeks.
“I don’t know what to do next. I don’t know who I am if I’m not a soldier. I don’t ever seem to fit in anywhere.”
“Oh, honey.” Regan didn’t try to give her an answer, or tell her what to do. She waited patiently until Sarah got herself under control again.
“I’m so lame.” Sarah scrubbed her eyes with the sleeve of her shirt.
“You’re not lame. You think Mason didn’t go through something like this? And Austin too? And Zane?” Regan lifted her hands. “Transitioning from the military to civilian life has got to be one of the trickiest things I’ve ever seen. Give yourself time to figure it out and the space you need to try a few things before you settle on any one of them.”
“In other words, I shouldn’t marry the first SEAL who asks me, especially if he won’t even let me work with him.”
Regan stared at her. “Is that what’s going on? Did Dan ask you to marry him?”
“Not exactly.” Sarah turned back to her packing. “He might want a wife, but he sure as hell isn’t looking for a partner.” Her heart squeezed painfully as she acknowledged the truth of that. As much as she was attracted to Dan, she couldn’t be happy on the periphery.
“You’re still leaving?” Regan sounded bereft.
“I’ll catch the first flight out.”
“SHE WON’T STAY. She’s totally pissed.”
“Can’t you tell her that all SEALs are assholes?”
Dan halted on the stairs when he heard Regan and Mason talking in the kitchen. From the delicious smells wafting from the room, breakfast would soon appear and the rest of the household would join them. He needed to make his apologies and get out of here quick.
He should have known better than to fall for a female soldier. Now he had ruined everyone’s holiday. He’d thought Sarah was different, though. He’d thought she might make a real partner for him—a woman both beautiful and brave.
In the end she’d only slept with him to prove a point—that she was better than him. He’d seen it before; female soldiers so intent on proving their equality they ceased to care about the fun that could come from there being differences between the sexes. Not that this was about sex. Far from it. If things between him and Sarah had only been a fling it would have been easy to walk away from her. But he’d opened his heart to her. He’d let her in.
She’d taken what she could get and turned her back on him. So it was fun. It didn’t mean a damn thing.
It had meant something to him.
He stepped forward and cleared his throat. “Mason, Regan—you’ve been great hosts and I’ve enjoyed my time here, but I think I better head out today.”
Mason exchanged a look with his wife. “Not you, too. Sarah’s bailing on us as we speak.”
“I can’t believe you two are going to spoil everything for everyone.” Regan crossed her arms over her chest.
“I really apologize. I didn’t mean for this to happen.”
Regan shook her head. “For a couple of elite warriors, you’re the biggest cowards I’ve ever seen.” She flounced out of the room, leaving Mason to shrug at him.
“Sorry, man. She’s pretty upset. She wanted the holidays to be special.”
“I don’t blame her. I thought they were pretty special until today.”
“What happened between you and Sarah?”
“Crossed signals.” He didn’t trust himself to say more.
Mason opened his mouth to say something, but Regan strode back into the room, waving her phone. “I called a cab for you. It’ll be here in fifteen minutes and take you straight to the airport.”
Dan blinked. He hadn’t expected Regan to kick him out of the house quite so quickly. But why wouldn’t she? He was being a lousy guest.
“Regan,” Mason began, but Dan cut him off.
“It’s okay. Thank you, Regan. I’d better go and pack.”



Chapter Eleven
‡
“ARE YOU ANGRY at me?” Sarah asked when Regan came upstairs and informed her the cab would arrive soon to take her to the airport.
“I think you’re being an idiot.”
Sarah suppressed a smile, despite the awkwardness of the situation. “I probably am, but I can’t stay with Dan here. Not now. We—” She couldn’t tell Regan what they’d gotten up to last night, and she struggled to express her feelings. “I should have held back, but I didn’t. Now it’s just too uncomfortable.”
“I hope you aren’t making a huge mistake.”
“I’m not.” But she wasn’t at all sure about that. Maybe she was making a colossal mistake. After all, what other man had ever made her feel like Dan had? For a few short hours she’d felt closer to someone than she ever had in her adult life. She’d thought Dan understood her through and through.
She’d been wrong.
Now the future stretched before her empty of all meaning. She already knew the military couldn’t give her what she truly wanted; the chance to be a part of an elite group. The chance to lead. She’d have to find a new career where she could shine. She hadn’t the faintest idea what that might look like.
The honk of a horn had them both moving toward the door.
“I’ll miss you,” Regan said as they went downstairs. “I’ve really enjoyed spending time with you.”
A pang of regret pierced Sarah’s heart as the smell of a delicious breakfast wafted over her. She’d miss the boisterous meals here at the ranch. She was being an idiot, just like Regan had said. She was sabotaging a wonderful vacation with a friend to avoid the embarrassment of being near Dan. “We’ll have to get together again soon.”
She knew that wasn’t likely, though. She doubted she’d get another invitation to the Hall, and she had no home to welcome guests to.
She nearly collided with Dan in the front hall and frowned when she took in the duffel bag slung over his shoulder. He was obviously leaving too.
“That’s my cab,” he said. “I’m going to the airport.”
“That’s my cab,” she retorted. “I’m flying out on the next plane.”
They only hesitated a second before they both dashed for the front door.
“Oh, for God’s sake!” Sarah heard Regan exclaim behind them, but she was too engulfed by the need to win this final race to care. They both hit the doorway at the same time, struggled through it while doing their best to slow the other down and then Sarah pounded down the front steps and dashed through the snow toward the yellow cab. She got a flash of the driver’s face as he took in their headlong race to reach him. The man’s eyes widened and he flinched back as both of them crashed into the vehicle at top speed.
“I won!” Sarah cried. “I won! Get away from my cab.”
“Your cab? Bullshit—it’s mine!”
The cab’s engine roared to life beneath them. When it started to move, Sarah jumped back in shock. “What the hell?”
It executed a tight U-turn and took off down the lane, bouncing and shuddering over potholes until it reached the country road.
“I guess neither of you won.” Regan’s caustic words sliced through the ensuing silence. “Maybe it’s time to stop competing so damn much and think about something else for a change.”
Sarah hung her head as she slowly turned around. “Guess we’ll have to call another one.”
“Why are you in such a hurry to leave?” Dan said suddenly, his tone betraying his frustration.
She shook her head. She couldn’t explain—not with an audience.
“Come on, Mason, let’s go inside and give these two a chance to talk.” Regan took her husband’s arm and led him back up the porch steps.
“Well?” Dan threw his duffle bag down in the snow and circled around to face her. “Do you think I can’t handle being your holiday fling? I’ve had worse thrown at me than that.”
“My holiday fling?” Her voice rose. “You’re the one looking for a fling. I was looking for a partnership.”
He cocked his head. “A partnership? That’s what I offered you. I told you I wanted to figure out if we were right for each other for the long haul.”
“Not that kind of partnership. A business partnership!” Was he playing dumb? “You said you were looking for investors—for partners. Mason thought I might be a good fit. I thought you might actually consider me for one of your trainer positions. But no—not Mr. SEALs-Are-So-Damn-Special. Far be it from you to sully your little naval brotherhood with a lowly female soldier.” She looked from the Hall’s closed front door to the empty street behind them. “Fucking hell.” How was she supposed to get to the airport now?
Maybe she’d better walk. She picked up the bag she’d dropped when the taxi took off and marched down the lane.
“Where are you going? Sarah!” Dan jogged up beside her. “Come on, let’s talk this through.”
“I’m done talking. I’ve heard everything I need to know.”
“Well I haven’t said everything I’m going to say.” Dan grabbed her arm. She instantly slid into a Krav Maga evasive technique but Dan was on to her methods and countered it. Sarah hit him with an elbow strike, but Dan countered that too, catching her off balance and thumping her to the ground. “Damn it, hold still so I can talk to you.” But Sarah wouldn’t hold still for anything now. They scrapped for several minutes before Dan managed to sit on her and pin her in place. His cheek was bleeding from where her fist had connected with his face and he touched his fingers to it. “Son of a bitch.”
“You’re such an ass.”
“I probably am.” He was as mad as she was. “That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t talk this out.”
“What on earth is there to talk about?” The minute she was out of here she was going to start to pound calories and bulk up. It burned her that Dan could use his superior weight to his advantage. Just let him try it when her scale topped two hundred and fifty.
“Us. The training program. Us.” He wiped his cheek with his arm, smearing the blood. “You should have said you were interested.”
“Of course I’m interested. I’m leaving the military. I don’t know what else to do.”
“You never said that. All you did was try to prove you were better at everything.”
“So did you.”
Dan took a deep breath. “I guess I did. I was afraid you thought my plan was a stupid idea. To be honest, I don’t know if it’s going to work.”
Sarah flopped back, all the fight drained out of her at his admission. “Are you kidding? It sounds like fun—except for the part where no one will take me seriously.”
“Of course they’ll take you seriously. You’re one of the best soldiers I’ve ever met.”
“Right—a soldier. Not a SEAL. Not a member of the Special Forces. You sure as hell haven’t taken me seriously.”
Dan slid off of her and helped her up. “Sarah Metlin, you have no idea how seriously I take you.” He moved closer. “You don’t have to prove anything to me. You’re as capable as anyone I know.”
“I’ll have to prove myself to everyone.” She brushed the snow off her jeans, using the movement as an excuse not to look at Dan. She was still looking for that stamp of approval, wasn’t she? When would that ever stop?
“I guess you will. But we all will, to some extent, right? In every group there’s going to be some idiot who thinks he’s better than us.” Dan smiled. “We’ll let you sort him out.”
“Thanks a lot.”
Dan took her hands. “I’d protect you from all the idiots if I could, but somehow I don’t think you’d like that either.”
She shook her head.
“Look, you convinced me. You have no idea how much respect I have for you.”
“Really?” She allowed him to encircle her with his arms. He dropped a kiss on her lips that made her ache for more.
“Absolutely. I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have as my partner.” He kissed her again. A deceptively soft kiss that soon deepened into something that showed her just how much he wanted her. When he pulled away, Sarah was dizzy and put a hand out to brace herself against his chest. When she looked up he was gazing at her in wonder. “How can someone so soft and beautiful be so strong and capable, too? I don’t think the government could design a better weapon than you. They’re going to be sorry when you leave the Army.”
She smiled at his praise and leaned against him.
“Sarah.” Dan’s breath puffed against her neck and sent delicious shivers down her spine. “I’d like more than a business partnership with you. Can you handle that?”
She pulled back in confusion. “Handle what?”
Dan ducked down to kneel in the snow and a chill ran from the crown of her head down to her toes. Her lips parted but no sound came out. She couldn’t breathe.
“This isn’t a proposal—I don’t have a ring. We’ve barely had time to get to know each other, either. What I’m asking you is, will you allow me to propose to you when we do know each other better?”
Her silence stretched out as Sarah thought she would never forget this moment. The crisp snow underfoot. The wide blue sky overhead. Their friends all crowded onto the porch—
Sarah’s eyes widened. When had everyone come outside to watch? A glance down told her Dan was waiting, too, growing impatient.
“Okay,” she managed finally, knowing suddenly it was the right answer. Knowing too that her life was about to change so drastically she couldn’t imagine what would happen next. It was scary to let someone like Dan in, and to allow him to get to know her well enough that marriage was something that made sense for them to talk about, but she wasn’t going to be a coward in this. “Yes! Yes, you can ask me to marry you when the time is right.”
Dan surged upward, lifted her into his arms and swung her in a circle. “Did you hear that?” he called to the crowd on the porch. “She said yes to my pre-proposal!”
They cheered while Sarah buried her face in Dan’s neck, laughing. “Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked him as he carried her toward the house.
“Positive. Don’t even think of backing out now,” Dan warned her. He set her down and led her by the hand up the steps. “Regan? Mason? Do you think you could stand to have us stay a few more days? I need to spend a lot of time with Sarah.”
“Absolutely,” Mason said. Regan simply threw her arms around Sarah’s shoulders and hugged her tight.
“I’m so thrilled for you. I knew you two were meant to be together.”
“I DON’T HAVE any gifts for you,” Sarah said early the following morning.
“I’ve got everything I want right here.” Dan meant it, too. He couldn’t be happier with the way this vacation had turned out. His heart swelled every time he remembered the look in Sarah’s eyes when he pulled out the engagement ring—like she’d received a present she’d hardly ever dared wish for. He’d have to remember that his tough-as-nails soldier wife had her tender places and make sure that he was there standing strong beside her to help protect them.
“I still can’t believe you even mentioned marriage.”
“I’m not going to let some other guy steal a beat on me. Do you need a reminder of how good we are together?” He shifted closer to her, lifting his head to look at the clock. “Think we have time?”
“I think we should make time.” Sarah laughed with delight when Dan pulled her on top him, and he made sure to heartily enjoy his Christmas present.
Several hours later, after gifts were opened under the tree and a fabulous Christmas brunch enjoyed by everyone, Dan went with Mason to check on the cattle. Along the way he opened up about his and Sarah’s hope to open their business somewhere close by.
“I know a place where you could open your business,” Mason said. “Right here. There’s plenty of extra space on the ranch, and we’re close to mountains and rivers—everything you could possibly want.”
“I wasn’t asking—”
“I know you weren’t,” Mason told Dan. “But it makes sense. Look around you—see what we’re up to here? All of us and our wives banding together to make a life? That’s no accident. That’s how you build something special—by working as a group.”
“You’d better ask your brothers—and the women—what they think before you start making offers like that,” Dan said.
“I will, and you’re right—I can’t make any promises yet, but I’m sure I know what the answer will be.” Mason shook his hand. “Congratulations. Sarah will make you a hell of a wife someday. Regan’s so happy for you two she could barely sleep last night.”
“She wasn’t the only one who stayed up all night.” Dan grinned at the memory. He and Sarah hadn’t been able to get enough of each other once they’d gone to bed. He remembered how she’d been flushed and breathless after a round of lovemaking, her hair spread over the pillow, her body rosy with exertion. She was magnificent. A force to be reckoned with. He’d do anything to keep her happy for the rest of her life.
Mason looked amused. “I’ll bet. Why don’t you go spend some time with your new girlfriend and I’ll put the question to the rest of the group?”
“Sounds good. And whatever the answer is—you’ve done more for me than I can ever pay you back for, buddy. Thanks. I mean that.”
Mason clapped him on the shoulder. “No problem.”
“DO YOU THINK they’re going to vote us off the island?” Sarah asked as she and Dan walked into the dining room where the couples who lived on the ranch were already seated. She slid into a chair next to Regan, and was encouraged by her friend’s wide smile. Regan reached over, took her hand and squeezed it.
“You’re in,” Mason said without preamble. “We’ve talked it over and of course we’ll have to discuss some details, but the gist of it all is we’d be glad to welcome your business onto our property. We can lease a portion of the ranch to you for a number of years and help you build what you need.”
“We couldn’t ask for more than that. Thanks. Thanks to all of you.”
Sarah beamed as Dan shook hands all around. With his arm around her and the room filling with the happy chatter of the rest of the couples, she felt a glow of belonging she’d never thought she’d feel anywhere else but in the Army. She and Dan had talked the business over and had begun to brainstorm ways to work together. As he asked her opinion and listened to her suggestions, Sarah realized her dream was coming true; she would be an equal partner in the business as well as in their relationship.
“When are you going to propose to Sarah for real?” Regan asked.
“On New Year’s,” Dan stated confidently. “I bet I can convince Sarah in six days that I’m the man for her.”
“Double or nothing?” Ella challenged.
“No more bets!” Regan exclaimed.
Dan pulled Sarah close for a quick kiss.
“You’re going to join Dan’s business?” Mason asked her.
“That’s right.” Dan wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Once she’s out of the Army, I don’t ever plan to let her leave my side again.”
“I can’t think of anything I’d rather do when I leave the Army.” Sarah snuggled into his embrace. She’d be tough as nails when she helped run the camps, but she was glad she could be soft around Dan.
“You know what this means?” Regan said. “We’ll be neighbors!”
Sarah’s heart swelled until she didn’t know how her chest could contain it. She felt like she’d found her true home.
And her true love. Feeling Dan’s arms tighten around her, she knew she’d finally met her match. She couldn’t wait for their lives together to begin.
The End
The Heroes of Chance Creek series continues with The Airman’s E-Mail Order Bride.
The Navy SEAL’s Christmas Bride is part of the Heroes of Chance Creek series. To find out more about Mason, Regan, Austin, Ella, Zane and Colt, check out The Navy SEAL’s E-Mail Order Bride.
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