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Dedication
 
To all the readers who’ve waited patiently for Reeve and Affrica, this one is for you. I do hope you enjoy his journey in learning how to be who he is meant to be. Enjoy the revisits with the members of the Megalodon Team. To my husband, my own hero, thank you for your eternal belief in my ability to succeed. To the men and women who serve, thank you!
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Chapter One
 
“What the hell do you think you’re doing in here?” 
Affrica O’Shea almost dropped the antique dish in her hand when the loud, masculine voice reverberated through the room. As it was, she still saw it wobble a bit before she regained control of it as she lifted her gaze up to the man towering over her from her crouched position by the cabinet. 
She allowed her eyes to move over him while she thought up a proper response. He was tall, about as tall as her brother. Unlike her brother, however, this man was Caucasian, with chocolaty brown hair. Mirrored sunglasses covered his eyes. The Romanesque nose and firm lips were not unpleasant to look at despite the scowl they currently portrayed. An arrogant chin.
He wore tailored clothes she had no doubt were more expensive than anything she had in her closet. His silver-blue shirt, unbuttoned at the top, allowed her to see that there was a slight natural tan on his skin. Dark gray pants clung to his hips, the black belt accentuating their leanness.
“I asked you a question.” The scorn-laden voice filled the room.
Her fingers tightened around the crystal platter in her hand. Eyes narrowing, she opened her mouth to respond when another voice broke in, “Did you find it? Oh, Reeve, hi. I didn’t know you were here.”
“Hey, Lex. I just stopped by and am glad I did. I found—”
Alexis Leighton moved around the corner of the island and smiled down at Affrica. “Oh, perfect, you did find it. Great. Come on.” Her gaze moved back and forth between the other two in the room. “You know each other?”
Rising up from the floor, she smiled at Lex and shook her head. “No, I’ve nae had the pleasure o’ meeting him. I believe he was about to make an introduction.” An Irish lilt highlighted her voice.
The man offered his hand, no hint of the earlier animosity visible. “Reeve Leighton.”
Holding the serving platter with both hands, she ignored his outstretched one. “Affrica.” She knew her eyes shone with distaste as she looked at him but they softened as she looked over to Lex. “Sorry it took me so long.”
“No problem,” Lex said, obviously recognizing but not understanding the hostility between the two. “We should go. Reeve, you are more than welcome to stay. We have plenty of food.” 
Reeve reached for a glass and filled it with ice and water from the fridge door. “I may, thanks, Lex.” 
The two women left him alone in the large open kitchen.
 
Charleston Reeve Kirkland Leighton watched them leave. Well, one more than the other, but Lex was his sister-in-law, and his brother would kill him for ogling her. Taking a drink, he ran over what had just occurred.
As usual, he had shown up uninvited at his eldest brother’s house. Part of him was a bit perturbed that neither he nor any of the rest of his family had been invited to the festivities that were obviously happening.
So he had walked in unannounced and gone to the kitchen for a drink. Hearing a noise, he’d moved closer, thinking he could surprise someone. He hadn’t been prepared for the sight that met him.
An unknown woman had been pulling out some crystal from a bottom cabinet. So he had yelled at her, assuming the worst. After, of course, his eyes had wandered over the picture she offered.
Black slacks drew tightly over her rounded derriere as she bent over. A moss green shirt stood out against the smooth darkness of her skin. Her hair was full of ringlets that looked soft and inviting to the touch. There was fire raging in her eyes as she opened her mouth to say something. Then, Lex had shown up.
The amount of anger in her eyes shocked Reeve—at first—yet he understood. He had assumed the worst of her without allowing explanation. However, by ignoring his outstretched hand, she’d stepped on his ego.
Tossing back the rest of the water, he left the glass on the counter and headed to the backyard. At the door, he paused and turned back, placing the glass into the dishwasher instead, knowing that Lex would be on him if he didn’t. Then, with an arrogant push to his sunglasses, Reeve went to find out who the hell Ms. Affrica thought she was.
The backyard was loud. Music. Conversation. Children. It was just loud. And surrounding the whole thing was a familial aura that made him almost feel like an outsider.
“Hey, Reeve!” Scott yelled over the commotion. “Didn’t know you were here. Grab some food.”
Reeve waved back at his brother even while his obscured gaze searched the beautiful women for the one he had encountered earlier. She stood with another woman Reeve had met once before, Jayde Kincade, wife to the second-in-command of the SEAL Team. Jayde held his niece and on one hip, Affrica held a baby. He didn’t know who that was either, but he hadn’t gotten all these children down with their respective families yet.
His gut churned with an unfamiliar feeling as she looked at him and laughed at something the woman beside her said. A smile that transformed her face into a stunning portrait. The contrast between her teeth and skin was astounding. Beautiful. 
Some of that glow left her as her gaze hardened before she looked away from him, tilting her head down to the baby in her arms and brushing away a bubble from the small mouth.
Still, he pretended indifference as he moved down toward the tables laden with food, filled a plate and mingled with the members of his brother’s SEAL team and their families.
 
“That man sure has your attention, Affrica,” Jayde teased as she fed Lex’s daughter another small bite of fruit.
“That man is hardly deserving to be called that,” she snapped. “Bastart!”
Jayde laughed. “I may not speak Irish, but I understand that. What happened between you two to get this much feeling from you?” She put her gentle gaze on her friend.
“Nothin’,” Affrica insisted. “I’m just hungry.”
Wise eyes stared back at her, but Jayde just batted them before remarking sweetly. “I bet. Something tall topped off with dark brown hair and poured into that sexy suit.”
“Hush you!” Affrica adjusted her hold on the child in her arms. “This is why you are stuck with the kids. No one wants to hear your smart mouth.”
Jayde laughed even harder. “If that is what you need to tell yourself.”
Soon, the two women had full plates and sat at a table engaging in conversations with other people. Still, even as she ate, Affrica found her gaze flickering toward the arrogant man who had assumed she didn’t belong in the house.
* * * *
At the end of the day, Affrica stood by the front door, talking on a phone. As if she felt a presence behind her, she glanced over her shoulder and found Reeve watching her. He couldn’t help himself; she continually drew his eye. Closing the phone with a snap, she arched a brow and held his dark gaze.
“Cad
é
atá
uait? What do you want?” 
Reeve stepped closer to her. 
“Did you come to accuse me of something else?” Her eyes snapped with challenge.
“I didn’t mean—” Reeve began.
“I don’t care what you meant, Mr. Leighton.” Her burr grew along with her anger. “Your point was clearly made.”
“Hey now!” Reeve protested and reached out with one hand to touch her. “I don’t know who you think you are—”
“Affrica?” A deep voice cut Reeve off. “Deacracht?”
Reeve looked behind him and swallowed. Hard. Standing in the doorway was Aidrian O’Shea, better known as Hondo. The lone black man on his brother’s SEAL Team was one of the two most imposing in Reeve’s eyes, the second being the tall Native American, Maverick. Rarely did any emotion show from Hondo that didn’t intimidate Reeve in some way. He wouldn’t want to face any of them down, however.
She shook her head. “No. No problem. I was just about to leave. I have to go.”
Reeve witnessed as an unpleasant emotion filled Aidrian’s eyes that were almost black. Maverick’s appearance in the room stymied whatever Aidrian had been about to say. A flirting smile crossed Maverick’s face as he slapped his teammate on the shoulder and moved across the open room to pull Affrica unhesitatingly into his embrace.
Maverick muttered something softly that only the woman he had in his arms could hear. Watching the man press a kiss to the side of her neck, an action that got a shiver in response, made Reeve sick to his stomach. Why did he feel the urge to bite someone’s head off?
“Stop it, James.” Affrica giggled as she smacked him in the chest.
“Dinna be puttin’ them lips anywhere near my sister, Mav,” Hondo growled. “I dinna know where they’ve been.”
Affrica laughed again. “Stop. I canna stay here and listen to this.” Stepping away from Maverick, she walked to her brother and kissed him on the cheek. “I have mah phone, always. I’ll be safe so dinna worry about me.”
She looked up at him and grinned. The love she felt for her brother obvious on her face. “You be careful, okay? I love you. I really have to go. Slán agat. Goodbye.”
Hondo nodded and let her step out of his embrace. “Love you, too, Affrica. Stay safe.”
Affrica walked over to Maverick and kissed his cheek when he leaned down and tapped the smooth copper skin. “You, too; take care of my brother and yourself,” she said.
“Always, tanke jigala, little sister, always.” He gathered her close. “Be good.” One black eyebrow arched. “Don’t make me kick this man’s ass whoever he is. Stay safe, tanke jigala.”
“Slán agat, James.” She moved past him to the door and cast a spiteful look back to Reeve before opening and walking through the front door, shutting it gently behind her.
Reeve was alone with Hondo and Maverick, neither of whom was watching him with nothing other than suspicion. Slipping on his sunglasses, Reeve nodded sharply to them and headed for the door himself.
“Leaving already, Reeve?” Scott’s voice stopped him.
He’d not even realized his brother had entered the room. “I have something to do,” Reeve answered. He noticed the shrewd look that Hondo sent him. “Thanks for the food.”
“Everything okay in here?” Scott questioned.
“As far as I know,” Reeve replied. He shifted his weight, feeling a bit nervous from the unwavering stare coming from Hondo. And also the one coming from Maverick.
Scott looked from man to man before shrugging it off. “All right then. Have a good one, Reeve. Come on, guys. You know Lex has more food for us.”
Maverick moved, and Hondo followed after another second of that bland ‘death’ stare he delivered in Reeve’s direction. Scott looked at his younger brother, opened his mouth then shut it, opting to remain silent. He waved before disappearing as well.
Left alone, Reeve scowled at the retreating forms of the trio of men bound together in ways that he and his brother could never be, nor had they ever been. He had always envied his brothers; caught in the middle, Reeve wasn’t special in his mind.
Not the baby like Godric. Nor was he the firstborn, the heir to the Leighton legacy, as Scott was. 
Then, there was the fact Godric owned a business, had since he was twenty-four. That was six years ago, and his country club was one of the most prestigious around.
In addition, the firstborn had to go and join the military. Become one of the best. Reeve was proud of his brother, but there were times he missed the closeness they used to share, back before Scott left for Annapolis and a career in the US Navy. The closeness Scott, or Harrier, now shared with the other members of his Team had once been between Reeve and his brother.
Therefore, Reeve was the playboy of the family. Parties, fast cars, and faster women. That seemed to be his motto. For a brief time, he’d sobered up a bit after a scare of being a father with Marisol, but after that got cleared up, he had gone right back to his familiar lifestyle.
He knew Scott didn’t approve of how Reeve was “wasting” his life, but ever since he had seen the way Scott looked at Alexis that first night he met her, Reeve felt something was missing from his own. And no matter how hard he partied, it was still there, mocking him. Daring him to confront it. So he ran hard and partied even harder.
Flipping his car keys in his hand, he opened the door to the house that had become the permanent home of his brother and sister-in-law and walked out into the comfortable autumn afternoon. His gaze immediately honed in on the woman who was talking with a taxi driver as the man put her bags in the trunk.
As she tossed her head, her gaze turned back to the house, and a glower settled over her features.
“Let me explain,” Reeve said as he realized his feet were heading him in her direction.
The driver got into the vehicle, and Affrica leaned against the cab, one arm over the open back door. “What do you want?” she snapped.
“I want to apologize for—”
“For assuming I was stealing something?” Affrica butted in.
“Well, I didn’t know who you were.” 
Her brown eyes made him want to jump in and see where they took him. It looked like she had flecks of dark gold in them, when he peered nearer. Moreover, he wanted to peer as closely as he could.
“I didn’t know who you were either, but I didn’t make the wrong assumption.” Her gaze raked over his body. “I was right on the money about you.”
“Meaning?” Reeve stepped closer, dwarfing her body with his larger, much stronger one.
“I figured you were a rich, arrogant asshole.” A smirk filled her face. “I was right.”
Reeve lowered his face to hers and inhaled her subtle fragrance. “You forgot something,” he mumbled, using the voice he knew women thought of as a sexy baritone.
“What’s that?”
“How incredibly handsome I am.” He moved two lean fingers to twirl around a thick curl. He couldn’t believe how soft her hair was. Reeve wanted to bury his hands into the hair on the sides of her head and see if she tasted as sweet as he believed she would.
A decidedly less-than-feminine snort escaped Affrica. Leaning in, her fingers trailed over the edge of his silvery shirt, just tantalizing his skin as her lips moved within millimeters of his own. “I see handsome men all the time, and trust me…I dinna forget it. I dinna think it worth mentionin’.”
She stepped away from him and into her waiting cab. A wave of her hand to the driver and the vehicle was pulling away from him. Reeve swallowed as a bead of sweat ran down the back of his neck. Sweet Jesus. “That woman,” he muttered as he went to his waiting vehicle.
He was still mulling over the honeyed breath she had and the spicy scent of her skin as he opened the door to his cherry red Ferrari Enzo. “Damn woman! Who the hell does she think she is?”
Even later that evening, as he was in out with his woman for the day with whom he had every intention of going to bed, his mind drifted back to the dark, brown-eyed beauty whose fierceness and spark aroused him in ways he didn’t understand. What he did understand was the refusal of his body to cooperate. After dinner, he left his date at her place. Alone.
* * * *
Reeve walked into Towering Oaks Country Club and headed immediately for the manager’s office. The door was open, and he heard his brother Godric talking to someone about setting up an appointment. Believing he was on the phone, Reeve breezed right in and froze. Sitting in a chair across from his youngest brother was none other than Affrica. His eyes moved over her as she sat there, a large canvas case next to her.
She wore dark green cargo pants and a black shirt. She had some hiking boots on her feet. Her hair consisted of the same mass of curls it had been at Scott’s house, and just as he had then, Reeve longed to bury his hands deep within it.
“Be right with you, Reeve,” Godric said, barely granting him a glance.
Affrica looked at him, moved her gaze over his jeans and t-shirt before dismissing him without a word, placing her dark eyes back on his brother. It made Reeve wish he’d worn something like a suit to impress her.
“Hello is usually a common courtesy.” Reeve heard himself say to her with anger in his voice. He moved closer to her.
“So is knocking on a door before you enter,” she shrugged, “yet you chose to ignore that pleasantry, and so, I ignored one as well.”
“Reeve!” Godric said, astonished. “Please behave yourself. Ms. O’Shea is here on business.”
He sneered as his gaze traveled lewdly over her body. “I bet she’d look cute in the waitress outfit.”
“Ms. O’Shea, please forgive him,” Godric pleaded. “I don’t know what his problem is.” He glared at Reeve.
With a bland expression, Reeve watched as she stood effortlessly. 
“I will see you in two days then, Mr. Leighton.” She offered words along with her hand.
Reeve glared back as his brother blushed and shook her hand. “I thought I told you to call me, Godric.”
“Godric.” Affrica nodded then looked at Reeve who was crowding her. “You know, ya should at least go home and get the smell of whore off you before you go out again. Dinna she have a shower?”
“Jealous, sweetcheeks?” Reeve asked, stepping even closer. “I can give you a job if you are looking for one.”
A dispassionate look filled her eyes. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll work for you, whate’er you want,” she paused, “as soon as you clear it with my brother. Remember him?” Affrica leaned in and sniffed him. “Ya should be ashamed of yourself. You’re still drunk. You may not care about yourself, but ya should respect your brother more than this.” She breezed out the door, carrying her bag with her.
It took Reeve a moment to stop watching her ass move as she walked. Then, he glanced back at his brother who was shooting daggers at him. 
“You need to grow up. She wasn’t applying for a job here. She is shooting the photos for the layout they are doing on me in the business magazine.” Godric put his head in his hands.
“A photographer,” Reeve mumbled, more to himself than anything. He could hear his brother berating him but all his attention was on the way Affrica’s mouth formed words. He wanted to kiss her lips.
“Reeve, Reeve!” Godric was standing in front of him. “What the hell is wrong with you?” He waved a hand around the room. “Coming in here and insulting her like that. That was extreme even for you.”
Reeve wasn’t sure. “Look, I’m sorry, man. I’ll call her and apologize to her.”
“Oh no, I’m not giving you her number. That trick may have worked in the past, but not now. What the hell is going on between you two? And where did you have the pleasure of meeting her?”
“Nothing,” he muttered. “Nothing is going on between us. I met her at Scott’s, and we just got off on the wrong foot. She doesn’t seem to like me much at all.”
“Well, hell, I don’t know,” Godric snapped sarcastically, “try being nice to her.”
“I want to, Godric. I do. It’s just,” he ran a hand through his hair, “when I see her, things come out all wrong.” Reeve wanted to smash Godric’s face in as his youngest brother burst out laughing. 
“You got the hots for her. My big, bad, playboy brother has the hots for a woman who isn’t giving him the time of day.” Laughing still, Godric moved back to his desk and sat.
“Shut up, Godric. I don’t have the hots for her. I just am intrigued by her.”
Godric snorted his disbelief. “Whatever. Just be nice to her when she’s here. I don’t want to have to pay her more just because you want to be an ass.”
“Don’t you pay the company she works for?”
“She’s freelance. Damn good at her job and well worth what I will be paying.” He cocked an eyebrow at his brother. “Assuming you don’t cost me more.”
“Freelance, huh?” Okay, Affrica O’Shea, I’ll be ready for you next time.
 



Chapter Two
 
Click. Click. Click. 
Affrica snapped shot after shot of the young businessman, Godric Leighton. She moved around him, getting all angles from the pose behind his desk. 
“Good,” she said as she lowered her camera. “I think we need to get some of you doing something aside from being inside the clubhouse or your office. Maybe out playing golf, smiling, I don’t know, something that looks less stuffy.”
Godric grinned. “Less stuffy? Okay, let’s go grab a cart and see where it takes us, Ms. O’Shea.” His eyes twinkled with humor.
“Please call me Affrica.” She shouldered her case and smiled. “I hope you know how to drive one.”
“Well, well, well, isn’t this cozy?” Reeve’s voice reached them.
“Hello, Reeve,” Godric said, rolling his eyes.
“Godric,” he answered. “Ms. O’Shea, it is a pleasure to see you again.”
Affrica swallowed. The man was downright gorgeous. Today, his stylish mirrored sunglasses hid those incredible brown eyes. His hair looked so soft she wanted to touch it. He wore dark blue slacks and a white polo shirt. Both hands were in his pockets, and she could see the muscles in his arms. She ran her tongue over her teeth as she fought to control her reaction to him.
“Morning,” she said, the words accented with her lilt. Her eyes barely held his. “Ready then?” Affrica asked Godric.
“Where are you two off to in such high spirits?” Reeve walked over and stood right in front of Affrica as if he dared her to try and ignore him. “And can anyone come along, or is it a private party?”
“Affrica?” Godric asked.
Damn these good-looking brothers. Shrugging, she looked at Godric and said, “We can always take some with the two of you, and if he is pleasant enough, I guess it would be good to have family in the picture as well.”
Godric smirked.
“Pleasant enough!” Reeve stepped even closer. “I’ll have you know, I’m very pleasant company.”
“Humph, perhaps. But I’m not drunk nor am I a hooker, so I don’t have anything other than our past meetings to base it on. I don’t care if you come, just don’t ruin the shots.” Affrica stepped around him and walked away without waiting for an answer. 
“And you wanted me to be nice to her,” Reeve snapped.
“Still do, Reeve,” Godric said before walking up the hall after Affrica. Reeve followed.
Smiling at their interaction, Affrica walked outside without turning around. Reeve Leighton was just too handsome for his own good. Today, he smelled like sandalwood and something else she couldn’t place. 
“Affrica." Godric’s voice filtered over to her. “Hang on a second.”
She paused, still facing forward. Honestly, she had been shocked when the phone call from Godric Leighton came. 
What she had heard about this country club didn’t tell her that she seemed to be the type he would want working for him. When he’d explained that his eldest brother and her brother worked together and had recommended her, she’d agreed. Affrica was in the area anyway. Now, she felt bad for having thought what she had about Godric and his business. He was truly a remarkable man.
Godric paused beside her. “We don’t have to bring him, if you don’t want to.”
Affrica smiled. “No worries; family is good to have in some pictures, so it’ll be fine.”
Reeve drove up to them in a cart and stopped. He turned his head toward her, and she felt his eyes looking at her even though they remained hidden. “Someone call for a ride?” he asked.
She exchanged amused grins with Godric before shaking her head. Reeve Leighton was an enigma. Devilishly charming one second and downright rude the next.
Grabbing her bag, Affrica set it in the back of the cart and climbed in, leaving the seat beside the handsome Reeve open for his brother to occupy. The rear seat of this one faced back so she stared at where they had been, not at the two men in the front.
“Why are you sitting back there?” Reeve questioned. “You should be up front.”
And sit beside you? No way. You are too tempting for my own good. “I’m fine back here. So long as you can drive a cart safely.”
“Trust me, sweetcheeks, you’ll never be in more capable hands.”
Affrica rolled her eyes as she heard Godric groan and mutter something under his breath. She desperately wanted to know what he said when Reeve chuckled.
His deep, rumbling laughter did something to her insides. There was a twinge of longing that settled over her. Her skin prickled, and it was almost as if she was taking photos in a dangerous place, as opposed to sitting in the back of a golf cart at a country club.
Reeve Leighton was a dangerous man. He wielded some kind of power over her, and she knew better than to try and figure it out. His kind was not good for her. 
“Stop here,” Godric ordered. 
Reeve did as he commanded. Affrica took in the sight before her. Her breath left her in a slow sigh. She had never had a use for golf courses, but she had to admit, this was gorgeous.
Reeve had stopped them along a stunning lake. The intense blue against the vibrant green of the grass created a beautiful image. Rolling hills, perfectly manicured, it really was breathtaking, in a non-natural, man-made kind of way.
Grabbing her bag, Affrica stepped off the cart and looked at the two men standing there. Godric was handsome but he didn’t do anything in the way of riling up her senses. He wasn’t as dark as his brother Reeve, nor was he blondish like Scott.
His hair was just a normal brown, and his eyes were a nice shade of blue, but again, his appearance did nothing to or for her. He was attractive but she was not in any danger of tripping up over her words around him.
However, if she cut her eyes to the left just a bit. That man…he did everything Godric couldn’t do for her. The hair, eyes she knew were deep, rich chocolaty brown made her insides quiver, the overconfident tilt of his head and the smirk on his face—all of it—just screamed sexy, hot, overbearing, and Affrica couldn’t believe how much this man turned her on.
As if he knew what she was thinking, Reeve tipped his head down so their gazes could meet and winked at her before pushing his sunglasses back up over his eyes. She shivered despite the warmth of the day. Damn him.
She knelt down by her bag and opened it, taking out her camera. “Let’s get started.” 
 
Reeve was glad he wore sunglasses. That way he could stare unabashed at Affrica O’Shea. She was so elegant, her moves effortless.
He sat on the cart and watched her interact with his youngest brother. Each time she sent Godric a smile, Reeve ground his back teeth together. He didn’t want her to like his brother. He wanted her to like him.
But he couldn’t make it so he didn’t insult her when he opened his mouth. It was like he tried to speak and turned stupid. Everything he said seemed to come out all wrong, an act that only succeeded in getting her dander up.
Not that I don’t admire that spark about her, but I want her to look at me as something other than the enemy.
“Get over here, Reeve,” Godric shouted.
Reeve did and was soon in the pictures as well. It didn’t take long, and he found himself relaxing and having a really good time as Affrica continued to snap away.
When they got back in the cart, he sat, in the back this time, and listened to the lighthearted banter going on between Godric and Affrica. Her voice, with her lilt, made him smile. Closing his eyes, he wondered what she would sound like in the throes of pleasure. How his name would sound coming off her lips. He groaned as his cock hardened at the image of him and her in bed together.
Affrica was entirely intoxicating. He really didn’t know how else to explain it. If how he felt was how Scott had felt when he met Alexis, then Reeve understood why his brother had acted like an idiot. Shifting his butt on the seat, he tried to will his erection to subside. It didn’t work. The wind blew the scent of Affrica’s shampoo to his nose. Or her lotion, he wasn’t sure. It smelled faintly like coconuts.
With a glance over his shoulder, he frowned as he saw her place her hand on Godric’s arm. That was not an acceptable move on her part. He bit back his initial response and closed his eyes again. Somehow, he knew saying even more stupid things wasn’t the way to impress the saucy vixen.
They stopped again, and Reeve remained in the cart and watched as she snapped more photos of Godric interacting with some of the patronage. A grin crossed his face as Reeve relaxed and chatted with a staff member who brought over some bottled water.
“You joining us, Reeve?” Godric broke into his conversation.
“Where to?” he asked, even though he knew he was going wherever she would be.
“Lunch. But only if you promise to behave yourself.” Godric’s blue eyes narrowed at him.
“I’ll be on my best behavior. Scout’s honor.” He held up three fingers by his shoulder.
“I didn’t know you were a Girl Scout, Reeve.” Affrica’s lilting voice wound around him and sparked his desire.
He snapped his gaze over to her. “If I spent time with Girl Scouts, it wasn’t because I was one.” He leered. “Why would you say that?”
She shook her head. “You’re giving their salute.”
“How would you know? Were you a scout?” He grinned, took off his sunglasses and winked at her. “I bet you would make that look hot.”
She stuck her tongue out at him, and his heart felt lighter than he could recall it being in a long, long time. 
“I was ne’er a scout. I’ve just taken lots of pictures of them.”
He smiled. “Can I see those pictures?”
Godric interrupted, “Let’s go eat.”
Reeve didn’t like the way Affrica turned her gaze to his brother. She sent Godric a smile that only solidified the hardness in Reeve’s slacks. 
He sat there and watched as they walked off together toward the main building. His eyes situated themselves upon her swaying ass as it moved in her black cargo pants.
The increasing pressure in his own alerted him to the idea he should not do that. Shoving back his lust, Reeve got out and jogged over to them, positioning himself next to Affrica as they entered the dining area.
She stiffened beside him, but she never said a word to him about how he crowded her. In fact, she never even spared him a glance, just walked silently and proudly between him and his brother.
“So how long have you been in photography?” Reeve asked as they waited for the server.
“Since fore’er, it seems,” she said, taking a sip of her ice tea with lemon. “I dunno, really. I just know that me da gave me a camera one year, and I loved it. And so made a career out of it. Seemed the logical thing to do.”
“And they’re okay with you going into those dangerous areas to get those shots?” Godric asked.
Affrica smiled, and Reeve’s heart skipped a beat. Why couldn’t she be smiling like that for me?
“Well, not always. But I do my best to be careful. I just remind them that their son does much more dangerous things than I do on a regular basis.”
“That doesn’t matter,” Godric said.
She frowned. “Why not?”
“Because, you are their daughter,” Reeve answered. “And should be protected and safe at all times.”
“I’m sorry, but I dinna believe my life is worth more to my parents than my brother’s.” She moved her drink when the server came with her lime-grilled shrimp salad on spinach. “Go raibh maith agat.”
“What did you say?” Reeve questioned.
She blinked a few times. “Thank you. I’m sorry. I don’t always remember people don’t necessarily speak Gaeilge. My apologies.”
How would it sound to have her whispering in that language in my ear as we made love? Reeve shifted on his chair and tried to focus on his steak. Unfortunately, for him, the image of her full lips closing around her fork wouldn’t give him any respite.
A sharp kick in his shin snapped his attention over to his brother who glowered at him. The message on Godric’s face was clear; it told him to stop staring at her. With a sigh, Reeve tried to focus back on the conversation. She was telling of some past trips she’d done.
Reeve noticed she was much more open and relaxed with Godric. She didn’t ignore his questions, but there was a definite terseness about her when she answered Reeve. He also knew Godric had noticed but thankfully was being silent about it and not bringing attention to that fact.
They ate some dessert, and again, Reeve found himself wishing he was the utensil she used. His cock throbbed painfully in his slacks, and he was glad he was at the table. Liar, you wish you were somewhere alone with that delectable looking woman, his brain taunted.
“Thank you, Affrica,” Godric said as he stood, “for doing this for me.”
“You’re most welcome. I’ll send the photos to you in a few days, and then you can okay the ones I think would be best for the article.” She also got to her feet, and Reeve swallowed then took another drink of his ice water.
“It’s been a pleasure getting to know you,” his brother told her.
“It has been a pleasure. You have my card, so if you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to give me a call.” 
She turned her gaze to Reeve, and he held her stare, loving the almost patchwork of different browns her eyes held. He never let his gaze leave hers as he, too, vacated his seat.
“I’ll walk you out,” he announced.
“Not necessary,” Affrica told him.
“Oh, I think it is. Godric, thanks for lunch; we’ll be leaving now.” Reeve bent down and picked up her bag, amazed at how heavy it really was. “Let’s go.” He gestured toward the door and gloated inside as she didn’t offer up any more argument and just did as he had told her.
Affrica walked in silence beside him, and when they got to a mud-splattered older model Jeep, she stopped. “This is me.”
Reeve noticed the military decals on the windshield and couldn’t stop the question that popped out of his mouth. “Whose vehicle is this?” It was a five-speed stick shift.
Affrica looked at him and arched a brow. “That’s not any of your business.”
“Sweetcheeks, it most certainly is.”
“Whatever. I dinna think you’d drunk anything at lunch, but perhaps I was wrong. Can I have my bag please?” She held out one hand.
“Tell me whose Jeep this is.” He leaned in closer.
“Why, looking to trade up from your Enzo?”
“How’d you know what I drove?” He held her gaze and her bag.
“I saw it at Harrier’s, and I know those men. No one has anything to prove there. So I knew it had to be yours.”
“How well do you know them? Especially Maverick.” His words had grown low and cold.
Her lashes lowered, shielding her gaze from his. “Well enough,” she hedged. “Now, I have to go. I’ve already delayed my plans to help out your brother. Can I have my bag?”
Well enough. What the hell did that mean? “What’ll you give me for it?” he asked.
“It’s my bag. Why would I give you anything for it?”
“Because, sweetcheeks, I’m the one holding it,” he whispered in her ear. The gentle smell of coconuts washed over him again.
“Fine, what do you want?”
What a loaded question. “One kiss.”
“Not on your life,” she snapped. “I don’t have time for this. I have a bus to catch. Give me my bag.”
“What’s so wrong with me?” he queried as he drew back to see thunderheads forming in her eyes.
“For all I know you have some disease. I’m not about to kiss you to get something that already is mine. I’m not some sraoilleog that will do anything you wish just because you have money. Dinna insult me.”
The fury in her voice shocked Reeve. She was seriously offended. But then, so was he. He knew he had no disease. How do you think she would know that? You haven’t exactly put your best foot forward when it comes to her. Regardless of the fact he didn’t know what word she had said, he only took it to mean something disrespectful.
“I didn’t mean to insult you,” he said. And he meant it. “I was only teasing.”
“My bag,” she commanded, her hand out between them, no forgiveness on her face.
Placing it in her hand, he leaned in and brushed his lips over hers before she could move away. “I like your fire, Affrica O’Shea. I don’t have any diseases. And I love how your lips feel under mine. We’ll have to do that again, just a bit longer and with much more exploration.”
Reeve walked away before he forgot he was at his brother’s business and took Ms. O’Shea up against the side of her vehicle. He was wound so tight it was amazing he didn’t burst out of his slacks.
He never looked back, knowing if he saw her again, he would forget who her brother was and do his damndest to get her in his bed.
 
Affrica watched him leave. Her body shook with desire. The kiss was nothing more than a simple brush across her lips but she felt it deep within her.
Damn him for being so desirable. He confused the heck out of her. Arrogant, caring, jealous. Who knew what side she would be exposed to?
Willing some movement into her legs, she tossed the bag in the Jeep and drove away. She had to get herself to the bus so she could meet up with Miles then get the Jeep back to Dimitri “Merlin” Melonakos. Miles was stopping in town for a few moments on the bus passing through. He had asked her what she was working on, and she’d told him, knowing full well he wouldn’t be interested in covering it. It wasn’t headlines.
Miles Horne was a reporter who loved to follow her when she went outside the country. People seemed to trust her a bit more in Africa and would normally give her a different look of what was going on than others. So Miles went and reported. Front page was always his goal. However, he supposedly had something for her, and the bus was stopping here so she said she’d meet him.
Still, as she drove to the bus station, her mind was on the handsome Reeve Leighton. Her skin prickled as memory of his light touch washed over her. What would it be like to go to bed with him? She shuddered and rolled her head on her shoulders to try and regain some control. Her pussy grew wet at the thought of spending one night with Reeve. Damn it! Why couldn’t I be attracted to Godric?
Affrica parked at the station and got out to wait for Miles to show. She watched couples being reunited, families as well. All of it made her smile. This was what she loved taking pictures for. To remember the moment, capture it, preserve it.
“Hey doll,” a man with a deep voice spoke.
“Miles,” she said with a smile. He was a handsome man—in his thirties with black hair, tanned skin, and brown eyes. He didn’t do anything for her in a sexual way, but that never stopped him from always hitting on her.
An issue when they spent long weeks together in a place, but he never seemed to push her. Still, she was wary.
“Okay, so look at this and let me know what you think.”
“What is it?” she asked, looking at the digital card.
“Just watch it. A bunch of us are going, and I would love to have you as my photographer.”
Her curiosity was piqued. Miles didn’t ask for her normally, just assumed she would let him go with her. Not that it was all bad; there were times having a man around were very helpful.
“Okay,” she agreed. “I’ll call or text you.”
Miles glanced at his watch. “I have about ten minutes; wanna go somewhere?”
The deepness of his tone alerted her to what he was talking about. “Why ask questions you know the answer to?” She shook her head at him. “I have to get going. I’ll let you know about this.” 
“I’m hoping, one day, you’ll say yes to me.” He stepped closer and pressed her against the vehicle. “Why do you keep turning me down?”
Miles was lean, though not all that tall, but he still towered over her. And she didn’t like him that close. “Back off, Miles,” she snapped. “I’m not interested in that type of relationship with you. You know that. I’ve never said different.”
He retreated, and Affrica watched his eyes; the emotions took a while to calm down. But they did. “Fine. I’ll just have to redouble my efforts.”
“I have to go. I’ll be in touch.” She opened the door of the Jeep and released a sigh of relief as she pulled it shut behind her. Miles was getting more intense. Maybe I need to tell him I have a boyfriend and see if that keeps him at more of a distance. Then again, he may see it as a challenge. Thankfully, Aidrian taught me how to deal with unwanted advances if it gets to that point. With a wave, she left the station lot and headed back to her brother’s apartment.
 



Chapter Three
 
Reeve frowned at his brother’s words. “What do you mean I can’t see her? Just tell her to wait a bit. I want to talk to her.”
Godric had called to tell him that the photos Affrica had taken had arrived.
“What I’m telling you, Reeve, is she’s not here. The photos were delivered. You can come see them if you want. In fact, she left an envelope just for you, but she isn’t here. So, even if I was inclined to tell her what you said, I can’t.”
“I’ll be right there,” he said, hanging up.
An envelope? Just for him?
Reeve was headed out to Towering Oaks in no time. He barely stayed within the speed limit. Affrica O’Shea occupied most of his thoughts. It had been twelve days since he had seen her at the club and the same number of long restless nights, nights he’d spent alone. A feat that was unusual for him anyway. Reeve hadn’t ever lacked for female companionship. 
The temptation to call Lex and find out what she knew about Affrica was almost too much to ignore. But now…Affrica had left something for him, and him alone. He felt near giddy.
Pulling up to valet, he jumped out and was off into the building without a word to the man taking his car. Everyone who worked here knew him anyway.
Without stopping, he strode to Godric’s office, walked through the open door, and froze. Both his brothers were there. Scott sat at the desk as well, sliding through the images on the smooth surface.
“Hello, Reeve,” Scott said without looking up.
“Reeve,” Godric added with a smirk. “I must say, you’re here sooner than I thought you’d be. Must have ignored that pesky little thing called the speed limit.”
Reeve sneered at his brother. “Scott, Godric,” he replied. “Where’s my envelope?”
That brought Scott’s head up, and his blue eyes twinkled with humor as they watched him. One finger pointed to a holder on the desk where a large manila envelope sat. To Reeve sat scrawled across the middle.
His heart sped up. He was nervous as he reached for it, palms sweaty, uncaring and nearly unaware of the scrutiny of his brothers.
He opened it and looked inside. There were some photos and a note. Pulling out the sheet of paper, he read:
Reeve:
I have to admit, I didn’t think having you along on the photo shoot was a good idea. But I will admit, I was wrong. If you could be more like the man I see in these pictures, then you would be considered among some of the most handsome men I’ve ever met in my life.
Slán go foil
~Affrica 
He smiled as he pulled out the photos that were inside. There were three of them. Each one Reeve didn’t recall her taking, but even he had to admit that there was something about the image she captured.
Reeve looked at his photo and was amazed at how happy he seemed in them. There was a smile on his face that wasn’t normally in photos. More often than not, he had more than a bit of arrogance in his portrayal. But not this time.
He looked content, happy even, and there wasn’t a single bimbo on his arm. He was alone in two of the pictures, and the third was of him and Godric. You could feel the camaraderie between them, something he hadn’t seen in a photo of them in a long time. Of course, there hadn’t been one taken in a while.
“Well?” Scott’s voice asked. “What’d you get?”
“Some photos,” he responded, handing them over, opting, however, to put the note in his pocket and not share it.
“And the note?” Godric asked.
“Is none of your damn business,” he snapped.
Scott just laughed and shook his blond head. He fell silent as he glanced over the trio of pictures he took from Reeve. “These are really good, Reeve. She’s made you look human.”
Godric looked at them as well and agreed. “You are almost handsome as well.”
Reeve narrowed his eyes at them and walked to the rest of the proofs. “Shut it, runt.”
This time it was Godric who laughed. It didn’t take long before Scott and Reeve joined in. He had missed this, spending time with his brothers. Reeve fully intended to enjoy it.
By the time he walked into his condo that evening, he had read Affrica’s note another ten times or so. Five minutes after he had gotten home, his doorbell rang. Padding toward the door barefoot, Reeve opened it, still content with the fact Affrica had written him a note.
“Hi, Reeve.” The words were delivered on sultry thread.
His heart skipped a few beats, and his lip began to curl. Marisol. “What do you want?” The last time she had been around him, she had claimed to be carrying his child. He wasn’t about to have a repeat performance.
“I missed you, baby.” 
She stepped closer and placed one pale hand on his shirt. Reeve glanced down at it, noting how it seemed to blend into the paleness of his shirt, as opposed to standing out as Affrica’s skin would.
“What do you want, Marisol?” He stepped back so she no longer touched him.
“Aren’t you going to invite me in?” 
“No.”
Her eyes narrowed briefly. “You have another woman in there? Are you trying to make me jealous?”
Reeve scoffed. “I didn’t even know you were stopping by so why would I try to make you jealous? Besides, I don’t give a fuck what you think. There is nothing left between us. You tried to get to me for my money, enough said.”
“We were great together. And could be so again. I made a mistake; I got stupid. But you showed me the kind of man I wanted to be with.”
He arched a brow. Man, she’s pathetic. “Marisol, the only reason I’m the kind of guy you want is because I have money. I’ve seen what you are truly like, and I want nothing to do with you. Ever again. Don’t bother me anymore.”
Stepping back, he shut the door in her face, not caring if it was rude or not. That there was one woman he wasn’t ever going to touch again. Not willingly anyway.
His dreams that night were full of Affrica O’Shea and the way she moved, smelled, and made him feel. The sparkle in her dark brown eyes.
He was in a good mood the next day as he escorted his mother to a dance and luncheon. No other male in the family could do so, so he went along with her.
“You seem in a pleasant mood today, Charleston,” she said as they moved around the dance floor. 
His mother, Wilhelmina, loved to waltz. It was something she did on a weekly basis. Normally, his father escorted her, but he had a meeting today.
Reeve made sure his lip didn’t curl at the use of his name. She was the only one who insisted on calling him that, as opposed to Reeve, which he preferred.
“I’m in a great mood today, Mother.”
“Who’s the lucky woman?”
“No woman, Mother. I’m just in a good mood.” He wasn’t about to tell her about Affrica until he knew he had her himself.
“I saw the photos of you and Godric for his business. They are very well done.”
“Yes, Miss O’Shea did a wonderful job with them.” He chuckled to himself. It was amazing how he automatically went back to being all proper when with his mother. One didn’t call a young woman by her first name.
“What did you think of her?”
The waltz ended, and he escorted his mother to a chair. Reeve was a bit hesitant to answer that; he didn’t want to appear like he was fawning over her.
“I told you, I liked her.”
“And Godric?” Her question was lined with a bit of harshness.
Reeve frowned before smoothing out his expression. “I think he liked her just fine.” Taking a seat beside her, he asked, “Why?”
“He just seems very taken with her, that’s all.”
That made his eyes narrow. Godric and Affrica? Oh, hell no! Not in this lifetime. Affrica O’Shea was his. Mine, Godric. Mine. With a shrug, he replied, “Well, she did a wonderful job with the pictures of his business in the magazine.”
“Perhaps,” she mumbled. “Let’s go to lunch, Charleston.”
His mood was dampened by the news that his youngest brother may be interested in Affrica, but he never let his mother know. Once he had dropped her off at her house, he ranted to himself all the way home.
****
Australia
Affrica waved to her brother, Aidrian, as her bus pulled away from the station in Geelong. She knew he would be standing there until he could no longer see the bus—it was just his way. Still, she loved him immensely. 
“He doesn’t like me, does he?” Miles’ voice questioned.
“Nope,” she responded without looking at the man beside her. “He never has.”
“Why not?”
Affrica looked at Miles now. He was watching her avidly. “He thinks your desire for landing on the front page will put me in danger one day.”
“What do you think?”
“I think he’s right.” She watched his eyes narrow. “I’m not blind, Miles. I know you come along where I go because I seem to find stories. And you have a knack for getting me into situations that I don’t feel good about.”
“Do you think I’d let harm come to you?”
“If it is between me and your story, yes.” She turned toward him. “But I know that, so it’s not like I expect you to protect me. I know how you operate, Miles. I’ve known that since day one.”
An emotion she hadn’t ever seen before flashed in his eyes then he shrugged and faced front. Affrica stared at him for a few silent moments before she turned her attention back out the window of the bus.
Suddenly, she couldn’t wait to get on the train where she could get away from Miles. Unsure of why she felt that way, she kept her mouth shut as the bus took them to the train station.
Affrica was amazed by the relief she felt as the train began moving and Miles headed for the dining car, leaving her alone with her thoughts. Unbidden, her thoughts went back to Reeve Leighton.
She didn’t know why she couldn’t get him out of her head. The cocky smile he had, the way his eyes sparkled when he watched her.
I bet Reeve has no idea how expressive his face is.
“Get a grip, Affrica. Reeve Leighton is not anywhere near your league.” She sighed. Still, I bet a man like that could do wonders for a girl. Tall, handsome, muscular, with kissable lips that would make a nun give up her habit and an ass that makes me want to drop to my knees and thank the good Lord.
She looked out the window as the train headed toward Perth. Eventually, the rolling countryside lulled her to sleep. They had a vehicle waiting for them at Perth to take them to their hotel. A sigh of relief left her as she shut the hotel door, blocking out everything else. An eerie feeling settled about her shoulders as she sagged against the heavy door. Her brother’s concerns followed by the odd look she’d gotten from Miles on the train, all of it was making her nervous. 
“Focus, Affrica. This is just a trip like all the others. You go with them, take some photos for their story, and move on. Basically, it’s a free ride to Australia. And you can’t go wrong there.” She spoke to the silence of her room as she opened her camera bag and checked her equipment. Until this moment, she’d not had the opportunity to look over what Miles had given her. It didn’t matter to her, she was going to go anyway with him. He may make her a bit uncomfortable but he’d not steered her wrong for her work yet.
Miles had given her images of mass graves. She frowned even as her stomach revolted, and her hands shook. What is this? This kind of thing didn’t happen anymore, did it? Disgust filled her as she saw the camera zoom in on what seemed to be a recent addition to the graves.
A young girl. A young aboriginal girl.
A knock at her door startled her, and she closed the lid of her computer, ending the horrific images. Still a bit shocked, she gave herself an extra moment before opening her door.
“Aye?”
Miles leaned against one side, clad in jeans and a t-shirt. His hair appeared damp as if he’d allowed himself a shower.
“You saw it,” he said without preamble.
“Are you sure this is legit?” she asked, stepping back to allow him entrance to her room.
“Unfortunately, yes. That was taken less than a week ago.” Miles sat and wiped his palms off on his thighs. “I know how I’m viewed, Affrica. Hell, you even made a comment on it today. Yes, I love getting the scoop and having my byline on the front page, but this… If what we’re seeing is true and fresh, we’re talking genocide.”
His solemn attitude threw her. This behavior was very atypical Miles Horne. “Are you telling me not to go?” she asked with a frown. “Because you’re the one who invited me along in the first place.”
“I know. This is different. Genocide isn’t pretty.”
She muttered in Gaelige, “No shit.” Calming herself, she sat on the only other seat in the room, her bed. “I’m a damn good photographer, Miles. Do you want another instead?”
He shook his head. “If I had, I never would have given you a mention about this. I just want you to be really sure about this.”
“I am. Where is this? I mean, how come people havena done a feature on it or something to stop this?”
He frowned and gave her a “duh” look. “They’re Aboriginals, still obviously considered expendable by some.” He swallowed. “This is going to be dangerous, Affrica. We leave tomorrow night.” That said, Miles left.
Alone again, she expelled a sharp breath and flopped back on her bed. Her mind streamed along at well over one hundred kilometers per hour. Miles offering up actual concern? That alone made her hesitant. He also hadn’t told her where they were going.
Think about what these people have gone through, she reprimanded herself. Now isna the time to wuss out. She had to go. There wasn’t any way she could walk away from this. Phone in hand, she paused, checking the time, before dialing a number.
“O’Shea residence,” a female answered in Gaelige.
“Hi, Ma,” she replied in the same language.
“Affrica. How are you, sweetheart?”
She smiled at the genuine warmth in her mother’s voice. “I’m fine. I just wanted to call and let you know I’ll be out of touch for a bit.”
“What’s going on? What’s wrong?” Immediate concern.
“Nothing, Ma.” She hoped it wasn’t a lie. “I’m just going to be out of cell range for a bit on this next gig.”
“Is it dangerous?”
She restrained her sigh. Some days, her family seemed steadfast in their decision to view her as a baby. Yes, she was the baby but she knew how to do her job. And she’d accepted there were some risks involved. It didn’t matter her brother was a US Navy SEAL; it always seemed they worried about her.
“I’m in Australia, Ma. We’re going out in the bush. It’s not like I’ll be in a metropolis, but I’ll be as careful as I can.”
That at least wasn’t a lie. She just didn’t want to tell her mother what they were going after out there.
“We. You’re not going alone then?”
“No, ma’am. I’m going with a reporter.”
“Well, I guess that’s better than you out there all alone. When are you coming back?”
She got up and paced her small room. “Kind of playing things by ear, Ma. I’ll call when or if I can out there and will definitely do so when we return.”
“Okay.”
Her sigh of relief was short-lived when her mom spoke again. “You aren’t going with that Miles guy Aidrian said was no good, are you?”
Note to self, punch sole sibling next time we meet.
“Adrian probably wanted to distract you, Ma. I just saw him.”
“You saw Adrian?”
She grinned wickedly at her reflection in the mirror. “I did. He saw me off on my bus in Geelong.”
Her mom digested that for a bit. “What is Adrian doing in Geelong?”
Back on her bed, she stretched out a leg and stared at her boot. “Not sure; he was with a girl, though.”
Her mother’s sharp breath made her smirk. Jackpot! Ma had a new target.
“A girl? Who is she?”
“Not sure, he didn’t want to introduce me. She was pretty, though. Very pretty.” She let her ponder for a few seconds. “Ma, I have to go. I love you. Tell Da I love him, too.”
“Of course, honey. Just one more thing.”
Damn it! So close. “What’s that?”
“Don’t you think I’m able to pick up on a diversion tactic? Nice try, Affrica. Now, be safe.”
Her mom disconnected, and Affrica muttered while she shut her own phone. Damn. Damn. Damn. She sighed, hoping they wouldn’t be too worried. Drumming her fingers, she called another.
“Hey,” she said in Gaelige. “Just letting you know I made it fine. Going out into the bush. Don’t worry, I’ll be safe. Hope you’re having fun with your cutie. Love you. Bye, brother.”
Ending the call, she flopped back with a groan. Normally, the idea of heading out filled her with huge anticipation, but honestly, all she felt right now was trepidation.
Mass killings weren’t exactly common in this day and age, but neither was she dumb enough to believe they didn’t happen either. Because the ugly truth was that evil not only existed but thrived in the world.
Personally, she’d never been a headline seeker; her thrill came from acquiring that “perfect” shot. She preferred capturing the essence of wild animals but this…wasn’t something she could pass up.
You should tell your brother where you’re going, her brain advised.
She dismissed it with a shake of her head. There was no way, for that would mean, in a matter of time, she would just look up to discover the eight members of SEAL Team Seventeen, or as they were more aptly and affectionately referred to the Megalodon Team, surrounding her for an immediate evac.
Not that she despised their protectiveness of her but, while one overprotective brother could be annoying, eight likeminded ones would ensure she never left the house.
Chewing on her lower lip, she thought for a bit longer. Eventually, she sat up and reached for her bag. An hour later, she made her way to a local pub for dinner and a drink. She mailed her letter along the way.
The next day, she spent ensuring all gear was ready. Since she would only be taking the minimum, she’d made arrangements for the rest. The hotel would keep her items for her until she returned. Then, she rested, well aware that, once out there, a solid, safe night’s rest would be few and far between.
As planned, she met Miles at the front where they climbed into an old Jeep and headed off into the inky blackness. She rested her head back and tried to ignore the hard beating of her heart.
 



Chapter Four
 
Reeve swirled his vodka around in his glass as he gazed around the table at the five guys with him. They’d all grown up together, from privileged homes. Money, prestige, it didn’t matter, they had it. The nights were filled with the finest things—liquor, women, whatever he wanted. This used to be stuff he enjoyed.
Now, however, everything had changed. The women, while beautiful and flawless, did absolutely nothing for him. Everyone he saw automatically got compared to the woman he’d been unable to get out of his mind. 
Sassy. Take-no-prisoner attitude. Creamy skin he craved to touch, to linger over for hours on end. And don’t forget those killer brown and gold eyes framed by thick and curvy black lashes. Lord, he wanted to spend days exploring her body. To top it all off, she had her accent, which made him want to hear crying his name in the throes of pleasure. For starters.
Affrica O’Shea.
It had been two months since he’d seen her. Each night, she visited him in his dreams only to leave him, come morning, hard and ready to explode with the slightest of touches.
“Reeve! What’s up, man? You’ve hardly drunk a thing.”
He stared at the glass in his hand, recognizing his lack of enthusiasm for the night thus far. With a sigh, he glanced from the clear liquid into the green eyes of his friend, Thomas Weldt.
“Fine, man. Just not feeling—”
“You need a woman,” Thomas broke in, waving over a stacked redhead in a tight green sheath dress. 
The smile she gave was practiced, and Reeve stifled a sigh of disappointment. Beyond her, he spotted someone he’d not expected to see here.
“Evening, handsome,” the redhead said, trailing a perfectly manicured hand along his arm.
He stood as she sat. “I’ll catch y’all later.”
“Where are you going?” Francis Naplan asked only to be echoed by the woman who’d just joined them.
“I see someone I need to talk to.”
Red put a hand on his arm. “No need to find another woman. I can be all you need.”
Reeve sincerely doubted that. “Not interested.”
Thomas frowned before following Reeve’s line of sight. “Oh, I see now. See you, man.”
“He’s hot; do you know him well?” Red asked, her hand fluttered at the base of her neck.
“Almost as well as his wife does,” Reeve said snarkily, walking off without a look back.
He wove his way through the crowd of men in suits and women in very little to pause before a man in worn medium blue jeans and a Baltimore Ravens t-shirt. He also noticed how many women stared at the man and shook his head slightly, well aware only one woman in this world had a chance. The love of his life. His wife.
“What are you doing here?” Reeve questioned.
Cornflower blue eyes stared at him. “Came to talk to you.”
Without a word, he fell into step, and they headed for the exit. Outside, a trio of women blocked their way.
“Hey, Reeve baby. Where are you going? The night is still young, and we just got here. Why are you leaving?” the middle of the trio said with a practiced pout. Her gaze travelled to the man with him, and she smiled. “Ohh, aren’t you cute. Don’t you handsome boys have time for us?”
“He’s busy.” 
The two words were forced, and Reeve chuckled as he followed him past the women.
“Still so talkative, aren’t you, bro?”
Scott, stopped beside a gold Expedition. “Get in.”
He complied and waited for Scott to start the engine. “What’s up?”
Scott stayed silent as he drove, and Reeve just leaned back and waited. He’d learned no one could get his brother to rush if he didn’t want to. Unless it was Lex. He had seen the way Scott looked at her—and she him—and knew each would move mountains for the other.
His brother took them to an all-night diner, and soon, they each had a slice of pie before them. Fork in hand, Reeve stared at his sibling.
“As lovely as this is, us bonding, why don’t you tell me what’s up.”
“We need to talk.”
“I’m listening.” He ate a bit of his warm apple pie.
“I don’t know what’s between you and Affrica O’Shea but I’m here to tell you she’s not a woman you treat like your other typical fare.”
“Affrica?” he asked as innocently as he could. His heart sped up at the mere thought of her. “What brought this up?”
Scott cocked a brow and leveled a stare at him. “We’re trained to observe, Reeve. Not that it matters. We’ve noticed how you perk up when her name is mentioned.” He paused. “All of us have.”
Crap.
“So what?” he said with nonchalance and a laconic lift of one shoulder. “I’m not allowed to look at her?” Scott didn’t even crack a smile, and Reeve blinked. “Seriously? Oh, come on, Scott.”
“Your rep precedes you, Reeve. If a man like you was after Corliss, would you feel good about it?”
No. A player with his baby sister? Not happy. “Hell no.” Scott held his gaze until it set in. “Duly noted.”
His eldest brother shook his head. “I don’t think so, Reeve. You need to understand she has not one and not two older brother figures to keep an eye on her. She has eight. Eight highly trained and overprotective ones.”
Seriously? “All of you? You’re my brother; shouldn’t you be on my side?”
“I will be, the second you become the man you can be. But right now, hell no. Hondo’s noticed, and trust me, you don’t want him after you.”
Somehow, Reeve managed to hide his shiver. Hondo scared the crap out of him. The large man rarely cracked a smile. and his best friend, Maverick, made Hondo come across as warm and cuddly.
“Can’t you just order him to leave me alone?”
A snort. “Not anymore than I can force you away from Affrica. Would you listen to anyone who told you not to do your best to keep you sister safe?”
Hell no. “Isn’t that what you’re doing, though? Forcing me away from her?”
“Nope. I’m merely warning you if you treat her like one of your many conquests, be prepared for the hell which will follow. Because, as sure as I’m sitting here with you, they will come for you, and nothing I could—if I wanted to—say would stop them.”
Reeve waited for the punch line. One which never came. His brother was deadly serious.
“Why are you so protective of her?” He had to know.
“Affrica is Hondo’s sister, she’s an amazing woman, and she also helped Dimitri find his way back to us. She has grit to do what she does, go the places she goes. Oh, and she’s just a genuinely nice person.”
Okay, it was obvious his brother was impressed with her.
“I just want her to talk to me,” he admitted.
“I got that. Godric told me his take on the situation. I can tell you this, though. Asking the wives and girlfriends isn’t going to help you.”
Damn! They really did share everything.
“I can’t get her out of my mind.” He finished the last bite of his pie.
“Yeah, we kind of figured that out. Just…don’t be stupid with her, Reeve. Mark my words, Hondo would kill you. Hell, as it is now, he wants to.”
Reeve sighed and drank his coffee. After Scott dropped him off at his car, he went home, trying to forget how different his brother’s life had become. Scott drove a vehicle with child seats in it. Yes, he still drove his sports car but it was obvious Scott had settled in to being a husband and father with relish.
Reeve mulled over that while he drove to his apartment. A disappointed groan left him as he closed the door behind him. It bothered him to feel this envy over what his brother had acquired for himself. Not that he begrudged Scott his happiness, but he recognized his own jealousy.
For so long, his world had revolved around himself. His needs. His own pleasures. Lately, however, the fast lifestyle had left him empty. The wish for something more had been nagging at him for a while now. Pretty much the night he’d told Scott about Marisol claiming pregnancy.
Reeve smiled as he grabbed a bottle of chilled water. That was also the night he’d first met Lex. Scott almost took my life, too.
Not anything he would ever forget. Sure, growing up with Scott and Godric there had been fights. They were brothers, after all. This had been different on all levels. All because he’d said something stupid about the woman his brother intended to make his wife. The man who had tossed him against the wall and wrapped a hand around his neck had been furious. That night had been his wake-up call. About a lot of things.
“Then, I run into Affrica O’Shea,” he muttered, taking a drink.
There was something about her. And it wasn’t just her looks, which were amazing. Such life sparkled in her eyes, and normally, a grin lingered upon her full, definitely kissable lips as if she knew a joke’s punch line and waited for everyone else to hear it.
She loved life; that much was blatantly obvious. Then there existed this…vibe around her which drew people to her.
“They say nice things, most do. Except me. I tend to say stupid things around her.”
He sighed. Being in Affrica’s presence tended to revert him back to elementary school where if you liked a girl, you were mean to her.
His eyes closed as he leaned back in his recliner. “Affrica,” he whispered, calling to mind his recollection of her.
Where was she? Did she think about him at all? Most importantly, when would he see her next?
He’d not been with a woman intimately since he met her. No one else stirred his interest. But a single thought of one Affrica O’Shea had him harder than concrete, full of craving to sink between her thighs and feel her heat around him, holding him. Cradling him.
Shit! He opened his eyes and shoved to his feet. Time for another cold shower. Leaving his water behind, he made his way to his large shower and soon hissed in discomfort as icy pellets stung his skin. After he finished, he tugged on a pair of sweats and sat to watch Sportscenter. He had it made, truly he did. If he could just manage to get over his teensy obsession with Affrica O’Shea.
* * * *
This sucked. Unrelenting wind blew sand so hard it stung her even through the clothing she wore. Affrica shifted slightly and fought the grimace her protesting muscles gave her. They were close. So close to freedom she could almost taste it. Unfortunately, all she could taste was dirt and grit which coated her lips, tongue, and teeth.
She squinted through the remaining light and spied Miles. At least he’s not comfortable either. In fact, he appeared more miserable than she felt. And that was a feat in itself.
They’d found the burial site. Sites, actually. She’d snapped so many photos while Miles made his report. They’d also captured some men disposing of more bodies. As well as the vehicles they’d used. All the makings of a “Breaking News” headline…if they could only get out alive. People were hunting them now. She figured the man who’d led them here had given them up. They had a day advantage for when their guide wasn’t where he should have been but armed men were, they’d hauled ass away from their camp. They’d returned early so they knew it would have been later on when they were discovered missing.
So they had the items with them and nothing more. Luckily, for her, all she had left behind was extra clothing and blankets. She ran her hand over her face and sighed at the gritty feel. They had to move. She made her way to Miles and touched his leg. He’d gone in wearing shorts, and she knew he now regretted it.
“We need to go, Miles.”
He stirred. “Already?”
“Aye. We need to put more distance between us and them. Come on, man, dinna be givin’ up on me.”
Miles got up, and together, they pressed on. Their progress wasn’t fast but they kept it consistent. She used a long stick to sweep in front of her, checking for creatures, holes, and anything else.
They reached some caves as the winds ceased. At least their tracks would be hidden. Using her light, she checked for snakes, etc. Once they were in, they sat beside one another to conserve heat.
“Sleep, Miles. I’ll take first watch.”
“Thanks,” he mumbled before his head rested against her shoulder.
She was grateful not to be alone, even if her companion was Miles.
As time clicked past, she ran over everything her brother had taught her about survival. It had become second nature to her whenever she went out. Adrian had seen to it. And so she’d always made sure to be aware of her surroundings. Hopefully, the knowledge would serve her—them—well.
She woke Miles after four hours. Not sure she could totally trust him to stay awake, she told him to wake her in two hours. Then, and only then, did she succumb to the exhaustion hounding her body.
“Wake up.” A harsh whisper accompanied the shoulder shake.
She struggled to open her eyes, the grit lining them felt more like an adhesive now.
“What?” she asked back, keeping her voice low and hushed.
“It’s been two and a half hours.” He shifted closer. “I would have let you sleep longer but there are voices threading through the rocks. I can’t see anyone but they’re coming.”
Shit. “Let’s get moving.”
“We’re low on water, too.”
“We just have to conserve what’s left until we locate another source.” She made sure to keep her fear out of her voice. Shouldering her pack, she got up. Unease slithered up her spine. Food wasn’t an issue; she had plenty of MREs—Meals Ready-to-Eat—in her pack, but water…they needed that to survive.
They crept from their hiding place and inched their way along until it widened out a bit then they began to run. They stopped when they reached a copse of trees, the trunks held her up. Morning’s light broke through and chased away the night.
She scanned for anyone else’s presence before slipping quietly through, deeper in. A loud snap from behind her had her spinning.
“Sorry,” Miles said.
Affrica didn’t speak, just listened. Animals and birds continued to make noise, so she pressed on. There was no reason to try and hide her tracks for she wasn’t that good. Eventually, they came to a small body of water. Her relief was short lived. She was well aware of crocs living around the water.
“Miles.”
“God, I want to jump in.” He spoke near her ear.
So did she. “Don’t.”
“Why not?”
“Ever see the movie Crocodile Dundee?”
He gave a half laugh. “Of course. Why?”
“Remember when she went to fill her canteen at the edge?”
“Yes, she had it around her neck and…” he trailed off.
“And?” she prompted, glancing at him.
Miles paled beneath his dirt-smudged face. “The croc.”
“Exactly. Since I’m no Dundee, you’d be on your own.”
“So what do we do?”
Hell if she knew. “Fill our canteens and maybe dampen our shirts just to see if we can’t get a bit cleaner. Just…be careful.”
“Right. I’ll fill them for us.” He beckoned for hers and made his way to the edge.
Christ! Her mind roared at mach ten with images of him being dragged under. Crocs, sharks, piranhas. Damn mah overactive imagination.
Nothing happened, and soon, he returned to her side. “I’m going back down to clean off some dirt.”
She kept watch while he did then they switched positions. The water did wonders in giving her a second wind. Refreshed, she rejoined Miles and pulled out her map. She opened and stared at it while making some calculations. Her heart pounded, and she rubbed her eyes. They were being driven—like the early hunters had done to the mammoth, what evil men had done to Aborigines.
“We have to circle back.”
“What? Are you insane, Affrica? You want to head toward them?”
Apparently, she was. She tapped the map’s plastic cover which shielded it from the elements. “They want us to head this direction.”
“You’re being ridiculous.”
“No, I’m not, Miles,” she said. “If we keep going this way, we’ll be trapped. Once we’re unable to go anywhere, they will kill us.”
He seemed to think it over for a bit, and he nodded. “Okay. What do you propose?”
A quick glance back to the map before she peered up at him, she frowned when she noticed him fiddling with a pin on his vest.
“What?” he asked.
Thinking fast, she shrugged. “Just realizing I don’t know. I’m not an expert at running from killers.” She wasn’t her brother.
He messed with the pin again. “Do you think we can rest a bit more here? Surely they’re still looking in the rocks.”
More unease hit her, and she gave a sharp nod, unwilling to trust her tongue. She took another look at the map before folding it and setting it beside her. Miles moved to sit by her pack and leaned against a tree trunk.
“I’ll take first watch,” she said.
He crossed his arms and closed his eyes. She moved closer, noting his eyes opening to watch her briefly before they closed again. Once she was sure he slept, she stuffed the map in a pant leg pocket and sighed. She had to go. Or sure as her name was Affrica O’Shea, she would be dead. And the man sleeping there would be part of the reason.
Although she wished to leave right this second, she waited a bit longer for him to be even more deeply asleep. While she waited, she mulled over her very disturbing realization that Miles had sold her out. Why? What was his gain? And did it really matter? All she needed to do was get the fuck out. She grabbed two of the canteens—leaving the third since it was around him—her pack, and slipped away, moving as fast and as silently as she could.
She ran on, checking her watch’s compass to ensure the right destination. Great! Hell of a time to realize just how right your brother is about Miles, she reprimanded herself. So where does this leave me? Oh, right. Alone in the Australian Outback with murderers on mah trail.
She ran harder, until her lungs burned and the already present blisters on her heels screamed in agony. Once again, among the rocks, she did her best to hop from flat surface to flat surface, avoiding the chance of leaving any footprints.
Collapsing in some shade, she drank a fair amount of water then dug through her pack for her cell. She flipped it open and saw one bar. And roaming. She didn’t care. In her estimation, she had one chance to get this off. Moving to type her text, she swore when the signal died. She typed it anyway and pressed send. No signal flashed at her. Ignoring the pain leeching through her, Affrica scrambled upwards. Four rocks later, she got the break needed and, with a prayer, sent the message.
Her relief turned to anguish when she lost her precarious hold and fell backwards. The world went black, and later when she came to, she gingerly sat up. Blood trickled from her arm and head. She used her bandanna to hide the one on her head and wrapped a second one around her arm. It didn’t feel like anything was broken.
“Great,” she muttered. “Just fucking great.” Her phone lay in pieces.
Flicking through the pieces, she retrieved her SIM card and stored it. “Get moving,” she instructed herself.
But to where?
For, as fast as the sun went down, her options were dwindling. She fumbled for the map and gazed at her necessary trek.
“Over the river and through the woods…”
Twenty klicks. Could she do it?
“Hell yeah. Or die trying.”
A weapon would be nice, but why wish for what one couldn’t have? She ate a protein bar and got back to it. Moving as cautiously as she could.
She heard her brother in her head with each step she took.
No, Affrica. Not like that. Yer making too much noise. I heard ya coming a mile away. If you dinna want the animals to hear ya and bolt before ya get your shot, pay attention. Do it over, and this time, do it right.
Who knew, it could be saving her life? How she wished him with her now. Hell, any of his SEAL brethren; she wasn’t picky. Just one.
It wasn’t to be. She was on her own. People trying to block her in. Her only chance that Miles hadn’t woken for a while to give them a head’s up.
Anger grew in her gut. Miles. The fucking traitor. One day, he would pay. First, she had to get free and clear. So she pressed on, pushing her exhausted body to its physical limit.
That night, she hunkered down and ate an MRE to provide nourishment. Covering up as much as she could, she used the light on her watch to check coordinates.
She had a bit less than ten klicks to go. It wasn’t happening. Not right now. So she sat against a rock and drew her knees to her chest and dozed. It wasn’t restful, for every little sound woke her. Bugs skittering across the rocks, cries of animals, and occasionally, one screeched before silence reigned. Death was all around her.
Still, she felt a wee bit better when she woke and readied to continue on. The splinters of dawn’s first light informed her, despite how exhausted she still remained, she’d rested longer than first planned.
She drank a bit, finishing off the first canteen, and ate another MRE. Feeling better, she checked her supply. Not many meals left either, but in her defense, she’d not counted on running for her life…what was it now…four days? There was water there. Or there had been.
On her feet, Affrica grabbed her stick and set out, ignoring each and every one of her aches and pains. Of which there were quite a few. She checked her compass and got moving, knowing exactly where she needed to go.
She passed snakes, spiders, and more as she—as her brother referred to it—humped it the remaining distance. It wasn’t easy, moving fast and trying to remain invisible. I’m getting Adrian to teach me more if I make it. When, when, I make it out of here.
The sun burned high in the sky as she struggled to put one foot in front of the other. She could see the trees she’d been aiming for—they were about five hundred yards away. Seconds later, shots rang out, and she bit back her scream as a bolt of fire streaked across her arm.
She stumbled back, hand gripping her bloody arm. Shit! They had beaten her to the copse of trees. Chest heaving and lungs burning, she whirled around and headed back to the rocks, refusing to stand out in the open like a fool.
Running hard, she zigged and zagged every step of the way. Bullets spat around her, digging into the ground and making her wish fervently she resided anywhere but there.
Ten yards. Eight. Six. Four. Two. Finally, she reached the rocks and lunged up into them, desperate for shelter.
Scrambling, she hid herself, hoping no blood drips would lead them to her. She waited, frozen for a moment, until her lungs seemed not to strain so much. Then, with shaking hands, she tore off part of her bandage on her other arm and tied it around her latest injury. It burned like a bitch but she did her best not to cry out.
Shallow breaths kept her centered as she tried not to scream like a girl. I am a girl! I can scream like one. She was out of options. That much was obvious, even as she snuck along searching for a place to hole up. Her half container of water would only get her so far. They—whoever they were—had the only water supply around surrounded.
Options? I can do my best here to avoid them and last as long as I can without more water. Or I could surrender and most likely be raped and then killed.
Not much as far as choices went. She moved farther back and finally discovered a small crevice. Doing a swift creature check, she climbed in as far as she could. It was uncomfortable and painful but well hidden, so she stayed.
Time passed, and she stiffened when a snake appeared, slithered in, and curled up at the entrance. Could be worse. I could be petrified of the creatures. She wasn’t scared, but she did have a healthy respect for all snakes. And, from her position, she had no idea what kind it was.
From where she’d wedged herself, she could just see down the outcropping and to the ground below. Twenty or so men moved toward her. Fear rose, and she struggled to combat it. She really didn’t want to die, but from where she sat, it seemed inevitable.
Although, searching everywhere would take a while. One man moved ahead.
“Affrica! Affrica! Answer me, Affrica!”
She didn’t know him and wasn’t about to risk using her camera to zoom in, potentially allowing them a chance to see a glint off it.
“We know you’re somewhere up there, Affrica. You’re hurt, tired, and probably thirsty.” He uncapped a canteen and poured all the water over his head. She swallowed as she watched the precious liquid get soaked up by the ground.
He’s got that right. I am thirsty.
“Come out and give me a chance to explain my position.”
“Right,” she muttered. “I’ll just trot mah happy ass right to you, so ya can bury mah body in one o’ those graves. I think not.”
“I just need the pictures.”
“Like I believe that.” She rolled her eyes in disgust.
“Come on, Affrica. You can’t possibly think you’ll escape. Come out before I lose my patience.”
This man’s voice was smooth and charismatic. And it wasn’t difficult to imagine him charming his way out of any sort of trouble. She shifted slightly doing her best to ease her own discomfort. Keeping one wary eye on the snake, her breathing came easier when it never moved. Staring out past the coiled creature, she squinted, trying to get more of a view on the man who spoke. He wore darker colors which set him apart from the others.
“Affrica Semone O’Shea,” he hollered. “Sole daughter to Duane and Simone O’Shea, currently residing in Ireland. Big brother, Aidrain DeWayne O’Shea. US Navy SEAL.”
Her heart seized in fear. He knew everything about her family.
“Now,” he continued. “One could suppose you were hoping big bad Navy SEAL brother would rescue you, but…not going to happen.”
Okay, so sue her. She’d give anything to hear her brother’s deep voice. She really didn’t want to die. A shadow moved along the ground before the crevice, and she held her breath. Of course, some of his men would be looking while he tried to ascertain where she hid.
Legs moved into view, and she closed her eyes. Only for a second because a sharp pop reached her. Staring at the scene before her, she blinked a few times to ensure she wasn’t hallucinating. Oh shit!
Another person was out there. Their clothing the color of the sand to blend in. Whoever he was, he currently lowered the man, whose sightless eyes stared beyond her, to the ground. Streaks of brown were on the newcomer’s face, and her heart skipped a few beats. Past the black ear bud and the coil down the right side of his neck, the streaks of face paint and sweat on his face, she noticed a pair of alert gray eyes.
“Ross?” The name was forced past dry, cracked lips.
He froze and cocked his head slightly to the side. “Got her.”
Relief flooded her, and the tears gathered before spilling over. He moved to the entrance and she remembered the snake. Opening her mouth to warn him, she clamped it shut realizing it no longer sat curled up there.
“Affrica,” a smooth Southern male said. “Come on outta there, hon.”
She couldn’t get her limbs to move. Part of her wouldn’t—perhaps couldn’t—actually believe what she saw. Trap. Trap. Trap. The word chanted through her mind. If anything, she pressed back tighter. Wanting desperately to trust what her eyes told her not to be a lie.
“She’s scared.” He scanned the area and shifted closer to the opening.
Affrica still wasn’t able to bring herself to move. A few charged moments passed before another similarly dressed man holding a machine gun, M-60 if she recalled correctly, appeared. A brown camouflaged rag had been tied on his head, but when he crouched beside her imaginary Ross and peered in at her, she knew it wasn’t a dream.
Tyson Kincade and his hazel eyes were there. He stared up toward her from his chiseled face and behind thick lashes.
Gunshots rang out, and he whirled around, his words snatched away. The next instant, a strong hand grabbed her arm and jerked. She couldn’t stop her forward fall even if she had the presence of mind to do so. Muscles which had been cramped uncomfortably for hours screamed in immediate agony as they were straightened.
There was no need to brace her fall for she never hit the rock. Instead, she found herself sprawled over Ross, chest to chest. As they lay there, he had one hand against her back, keeping her still. She glanced from him to Tyson, tears continually creeping down her face.
Tyson reached out with one hand, covered by a fingerless glove, and used a knuckle to wipe her tears away. “Can you walk?” She nodded. He responded in kind. “Then, let’s get the hell outta here.”
Once up, Affrica paused, needing her pack. Ross stopped her from going back. “I have it.” He offered her a drink but kept it brief. “You’re in the middle.”
Off they went, scrambling over rocks. Well, she scrambled, they didn’t seem bothered by any of it. Tyson paused and mumbled something. She collapsed against the smooth surface of the nearest rock, grateful for a breather. Two more men showed up, almost like they materialized from the rocks themselves. Osten “Baby Boy” Scoleri and Scott “Harrier” Leighton, commander of the Megalodon Team.
Weapon over his shoulder, Osten immediately hurried to her and sank to his knees. “Can you keep on or do you need medical now?”
“I can go on,” she uttered, praying it was true. 
His brown eyes searched hers. He was their corpsman, and she knew he needed to absolutely positive. “Okay then. Wait here.” He left to join the other three.
Content not to move, she sat there and stared at the four men. It was like something out of a damn movie. Battle-hardened men with guns who came to rescue her. Tyson with the camo skullcap, Scott had a boonie hat on, and the other two had on eight-corners in the same sand color.
Three turned to her while Osten kept a lookout and approached. “Where’s Miles?” Tyson asked.
“Probably with them.” She shrugged with nonchalance she in no way felt. “He’s working with them.”
“Then, he’s a dead man,” Ross stated instantly, ice coating his words.
“No. We came for Affrica,” Scott said. “Not for vengeance. She needs to get out of here.”
Their concern touched her. “I have the pictures I need and locales of the graves.”
“Graves?” Scott’s cornflower blue eyes narrowed dangerously. 
She quickly informed them of what she’d been doing there. Anger lined each of their expressions by the time she finished.
“We’ll handle that later,” Scott growled. “Let’s get her out of here.”
So they got up and moving. She remained in the middle, protected, as they pressed on. She nearly cried in relief when they uncovered a hidden Jeep, and she climbed in. Head back, eyes closed, she allowed Osten to see to her injuries as they drove away from her own nightmarish hell.
 



Chapter Five
 
Reeve stood at the dealership, overlooking the two cars before him. One a coupe and the other a convertible. He loved his Enzo but all he could hear was Affrica’s comment of needing to prove something. Sure, this wasn’t exactly the dirty Jeep she seemed comfortable driving but it also wasn’t an Enzo Ferrari.
“I like the convertible.” He’d taken both styles for a road test; now, he was just deciding which one to order for himself.
“Very good, sir,” the salesman said.
He flashed the man a grin. “Let’s go build one.”
Together, they walked to the office for some privacy while they built his Jaguar XKR convertible. When he left later, he was happy. A kyanite blue metallic exterior color, black top, warm charcoal luxury seats of soft grain leather with ivory contrast stitch. Topping it off, he’d ordered dark mesh aluminum veneer. He was pleased with his purchase.
Heading home, he swung off to see his brother. Parking in the drive, he sighed and climbed out. He couldn’t forget Scott telling him to stay away from Affrica.
What was the harm if they were both consenting adults? Really, surely, her brother couldn’t find fault then. A cold chill raced up his spine as not only Hondo’s face rushed to mind but also Maverick’s. Yep, they’d find fault.
Reeve scowled and opened the front door. They weren’t babies in need of supervision. He closed the door behind him and slowed his steps at the sound of his brother’s voice.
“No, sir, she is not talking nor does she want to sit down for any interviews. Yes, I’m aware an interview with Mr. Lauer would be impressive; however, I’m telling you Ms. O’Shea is refusing any and all public appearances. Let her be.”
His ears perked up at the mention of Affrica. Interviews? Not doing public appearances? What the hell was going on?
“They won’t leave her alone!” Scott griped.
“She broke a hell of a story, Scott; of course they want to talk to her.” Lex’s calm voice followed.
“I know but she went through hell out there, Lex. I’ve never seen her cry before.”
“I know. But, she made it, Scott. Don’t forget that.”
Reeve pushed through the living room and into the kitchen where Lex stood at the center island cutting up some fruit. His brother leaned against a counter.
“What happened to Affrica?” he demanded.
Scott crossed his arms and arched a brow. “Eavesdropping now?”
“Damn it, Scott. What happened?” He couldn’t explain the tightness in his chest.
His brother and sister-in-law shared a look before meeting his gaze again. “She ran into a bit of trouble in Australia.”
“What?” he asked when Scott didn’t elaborate. He moved to stand directly before his eldest brother. “Tell me.”
“I can’t.”
Frustration swarmed high within him. “Why not? She a member of your SEAL Team, brother? Part of your clandestine operations?”
Scott shook his head. “No. I can’t, because it’s not my place to tell her business.” His brother’s voice was the epitome of calm. “If you want to see her and ask her yourself, she’s over with Tyson and Jayde.” A slight pause. “Just one thing.”
Reeve moved to Lex’s side and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “What’s that?” he asked, swiping a piece of kiwi.
“Lose the attitude before you get there and knock on the door instead of just cruising right on in.”
“That’s two things.” He glared at his brother.
“Two things which may just save your life. Tyson won’t put up with your shit like I do, Reeve.”
He wanted to snap at his brother but he couldn’t. Scott was only telling the truth. He already knew Tyson disproved of how he acted, and while he never voiced it, the man’s feelings were obvious.
He stepped away only to freeze at a light touch. Lex watched him carefully. “Be careful, Reeve. She’s been through a hard time and doesn’t need you adding to her stress.”
A nod was all he afforded her before he left the Leighton house and made a beeline for his car. His name was called before he got there. He stopped and turned to see Scott standing behind him on the steps, a serious expression on his face.
“What?”
“I hope you know what you’re doing, Reeve. When you see her, tell her we expect her for dinner, along with the Kincades.” A slight pause. “And you.”
He ignored the fact his invite seemed an afterthought and inclined his head once. “I do and I will.” 
He left with a wave and slid behind the wheel of his car. He’d only recently learned where Tyson Kincade and his family lived.
The trek to Tyson’s took about twenty minutes because of his fast driving and weaving in and out of traffic. “Finally,” he uttered as he parked along the street before their home. He was a very impatient driver, and to top it off, he wanted to see Affrica again.
He climbed out and passed a midnight blue crew cab 2500 GMC pickup. A quick glance back to his car made him think again about Affrica’s comment that none of them had anything to prove. The garage door was open, and he saw Tyson moving around in there. Beside him was a minivan as well. The man wore worn jeans and a torn gray shirt.
“Hello,” he called out.
Tyson turned, and with a single glance, Reeve felt inferior. Wiping his dirty hands off on the rag he held, Tyson approached the opening.
“Figured you’d be by. Women are inside.” He punctuated the statement with a jerk of his head.
“Thank you.” 
Reeve headed for the front door and knocked. Soon, he found himself face to face with Jayde. Her large brown eyes widened a bit before she gave him a smile and waved him into the open living room.
“She’ll be back in a few. Can I get you anything to drink? Tea? Water? Coke?”
“Coke would be wonderful, thank you.” He wiped his hands down his slacks and loosened another button on his long-sleeve silk shirt.
“No problem.” She slipped away.
Movement pulled his attention from Jayde’s retreating form to Affrica’s approaching one. She drew a sharp breath the moment she spied him and hesitated before she entered and sat on the white sofa.
“Mr. Leighton,” she said, tucking her legs under her. “What brings you out this way?”
Her lilt flowed over him, soothing wayward nerves. He approached and sat catty-corner to her in a chocolate brown leather chair.
“Are you okay?” he asked as Jayde returned, only to set his drink down then vanish again.
“Some reason you feel I shouldna be fine?”
He trailed his gaze over her, taking note of the bandages on each arm. In fact, there were two on her left.
“Don’t play games with me. Are you okay?”
She sighed and leaned back against the sofa. “Aye, I am. Not something I’d care to do again. Thank you for your concern.”
“What happened?”
He wanted her to share with him. More than that, he wanted to gather her close and hold her. Take her to his place and tend to her. Shit! What the hell was going on with him?
“I went with someone to take some photos and it didn’t turn out well.”
Taking a drink of his Coke, he moved to sit beside her. Immediately, he noticed her stiffen. “I’m a pretty good listener.”
Her bark of laughter had no humor in it. “Since when?”
He bristled. “I’m not a total ass, you know.”
“Look. I dinna know your game here, but I’ve not forgotten our last meeting.”
Leaning closer to her, he breathed in deep her scent and closed his eyes in pleasure. “Me either, sweetcheeks. And I meant what I said about having a repeat of that kiss.”
He wasn’t sure what he expected but it wasn’t her soft laugh. “You Leighton boys recall what you want to.”
“Get what we want, too,” he purred in her ear.
The clearing of a throat had him straightening and swallowing hard. Tyson stood there, beer in one hand and warning fire in his eyes.
Christ. And to think I used to believe him as one of the more easygoing guys on the team.
“Everything okay?” Tyson asked, setting a bottle and a glass of water down near Affrica. “Take your pills.”
Reeve shifted away from her, not much, but a slight bit. “We’re fine.”
Another dismissive glance from Tyson. It was weird. Reeve had never felt uneasy around the man before, yet now, he did.
“Okay. Yell if you need anything. We’re going to Scott’s in two hours.” Tyson retreated from the room, beer in hand.
“I’ve ne’er seen him so prickly. Do the two o’ ya nae get along?”
He brushed away her question, not wanting to talk about himself. “Tell me what happened.”
“I did. I ran into a bit o’ trouble, found mahself in a pickle and was rescued.”
He narrowed his eyes at the image of someone else saving her. Get a grip and grow up, man, his brain admonished. She’s safe, and that’s the important thing.
“Who got you?”
A soft and wistful smile turned up the corners of her mouth. “Your brother, Osten, Ross, and Tyson.”
She closed her eyes and leaned back. Reeve stared at her, memorizing every curve, the slight flare of her nose, how thick and curly her lashes were. He dug his fingers into his palm to keep from reaching out to her. This wasn’t the time or place to jump her. The rod in his pants informed him it was all for the jumping. All for it.
“How come your brother didn’t go get you?”
Her entire body stiffened before her lids slowly lifted, exposing her concerned gaze before it slipped away. “He’s in Antarctica.”
There was something else going on but a lusty wail pierced the air. Affrica smiled, and his heart skipped a few beats. Gorgeous. She was simply gorgeous.
“Logan’s up,” she said, her eyes twinkling with honest humor.
He took a drink and cocked his head to the side. “How can you tell one from the other? Couldn’t it be…” he trailed off, embarrassed at the realization he didn’t know the children’s names.
“Ethan has a higher pitched cry. Dinna you know them?”
The blush raced up his skin. Not really the way to impress her by letting her know he’d not made an effort to get to know the members of his brother’s team. 
“Not really.” He cleared his throat. “You must spend a lot of time here if you can tell the boys apart by their cry.”
She pursed her lips and shook her head. “Nae. I unfortunately dinna spend as much time here as I’d like to. Just good with remembering things.”
Jayde entered, carrying the twins, and he watched as one reached out and made grabbing motions with his hands. Affrica pushed to her feet and took him, cooing to him as he laughed and hugged her. She sat back the child in her lap and talked to him in Gaelige.
“What exactly are you telling my son?” Jadye asked in a teasing voice.
“Oh, ne’er you mind. This be top secret between me n’ the wee one.” She nuzzled his neck, causing the boy to squeal with pleasure. “Inna that right, Logan?”
Jayde snorted and rolled her eyes. Tyson walked in but Reeve returned his attention to Affrica who continued to carry on a conversation with Logan.
“How can you tell them apart?”
“Tis easy. Logan here is slightly bigger, features are fuller, and is slightly more adventurous.”
He glanced between the two and couldn’t tell a damn thing. A small fist grabbed his shirt and tugged. He found himself staring into warm hazel eyes. He froze. Hell, when his own niece and nephew were around, he barely interacted with them.
“He likes you,” Affrica said. “Take him.”
“I don’t think—”
She plunked the child on his lap before he could finish the sentence. Crap! He had no clue what to do, where to put his hands, anything.
“Just hold him up. He won’t break.” She positioned his hands for him, causing his heart to stutter. Then, she moved her touch to his leg, and he held his breath until he realized it was only to adjust Logan’s pant leg. “Don’t drop him, either. Tyson might kill you.”
He snuck a glance at the Navy SEAL who watched over his son with hawk-like vigilance. Might? Hell no, that’s a definitely. Regardless of the laughing women, Tyson “Cade” Kincade was emotionless. Great, like I needed something else to worry about.
Jayde and Affrica chatted easily as he held Logan. Every now and then, Affrica would reach out to the boy and touching him. In doing so, she connected with Reeve as well. He relaxed more and more as Logan played with a toy that Affrica gathered every time he dropped it. She never even halted her conversation, just grabbed the toy like second nature. The realization she’d make a wonderful mother hit him out of the blue, and he swallowed hard as he digested that information.
Reeve was amazed when Tyson said they should get on their way. The time had flown by, and he’d enjoyed sitting there listening to the women talk.
“Well now, wouldcha look at that. Ya’ve managed ta hold the wee one all this time.” Affrica gave him a smile which hit him like punch to his solar plexus. She stood and reached out for the boy. “Come on, me braw boyo.”
Logan went easily to her, and Reeve didn’t blame him one bit. If she held out her arms to him, Reeve would have been jumping into them. She shot him a wink, and he preened.
“Ride with me,” he said after Tyson claimed his boy from her.
“Ya have something other than that pretentious Enzo?”
“Not yet.” 
She sighed and shook her head with what he took to be disappointment.
They walked to the door where he took the bag she attempted to lift. Her frown was ignored as he caught a glimmer of approval in Tyson’s expression.
“She’ll ride with me,” he informed the Navy SEAL. 
Not giving her a chance to argue, he placed his hand on the small of her back and guided her past them, out the door, beyond Tyson’s truck and to his Enzo.
“Bye!” Jayde called out. “See you there.”
Like a gentleman, he held the door for Affrica and gave her the bag to hold. She sat stiffly as he climbed in on the other side after closing her door.
“You okay?”
“Fine,” she said.
He whipped the powerful car around and headed for his brother’s house, grateful to have her all to himself.
“Is there a fire?” she questioned.
“No, why?” He glanced at her.
She gave him a pointed look, moved it to the dash and back. He followed her gaze and swore as he noticed the speedometer. “Sorry,” he said, flashing a flirtatious grin. “It’s easy to forget how fast you’re going in this.”
She breathed deeply and turned her attention out the window. Not impressed was the vibe, and he read it loud and clear. He observed her in his periphery as they cruised along the interstate. Gradually, her fingers relaxed from where they’d held her bag.
“You okay over there?”
“Of course.”
He didn’t believe her. Reaching out, he turned down the music and took another opportunity to watch her.
“Really? You seem awfully tense.”
“I’m tired is all.”
He veered off on the needed exit. “You know I won’t spread it around if you want to tell me what’s bothering you.”
She glanced at him and, he knew she pondered his offer. The precise moment when he thought she’d open up, he noticed Scott’s place come into view, and just like that, she closed up again.
Damn.
Parking, he couldn’t help but notice how quickly she bolted from his vehicle. Mulling over his next move, he got out and followed her up the walk. He just needed an opportunity.
* * * *
Dinner passed and was a lot of fun; however, exhaustion had set in by the time they’d finished the after-dinner drinks. The kids had been put down, including the twins, Ethan and Logan, who rested in Brodie’s room with him.
“You know you can stay here, Affrica,” Scott said as he sat back down after retrieving more coffee.
She gave him a grateful smile even as she shook her head. “Thank you but no.”
He appeared so different now than when he’d come to her rescue. The face paint gone, his blue eyes full of love and contentment versus how indifferent and hard they’d been in the desert. Tyson also. These men amazed her, doing what they did. For her. And knowing they did it for their country on a regular basis.
Then, there was Reeve Leighton. Dark brown, almost black, hair where his brother was a blond. Cornflower blue eyes for Scott while Reeve had deep chocolate ones. Unbidden, her gaze drifted to Reeve. He sat beside her, one hand curved around the glass coffee mug resting on his knee.
“Or our house,” Jayde said, drawing Affrica’s attention from Reeve.
She licked her lower lip as she stared at her friend. Of all the women who were with the men of SEAL Team Seventeen, she enjoyed Jayde the most. A fellow artist, they would often spend much time discussing shots or paintings. And she truly admired Jayde’s inner strength.
“I dinna wish to be a bother, and you all hae already done so much for me.” She glanced pointedly to the men. “I’ll get a hotel room and take a taxi to the train station.”
“Nonsense,” Reeve said. “I have an extra room at my place. Sleep there, and I’ll take you to your train.”
 Scott and Tyson voiced immediate refusals. Tilting her head, she caught Reeve watching her, a hint of challenge in his eyes and an arched brow. 
“It makes perfect sense. Y’all have kids, and I have no plans come morning. What do you say, sweetcheeks, think you can handle being that close to me all night?”
Sweetcheeks. She ignored the fluttering of her heart and stomach as she held his unwavering gaze. 
“I was shot in the arm, not the head to make me lose common sense. You make a valid point—these men work as do their wives, so I’ll take ya up on yer offer.”
“Affrica,” Tyson said.
“Leave off, Tyson. Affrica can make her own decisions.” Jayde’s calm voice came next.
Everyone stood. Affrica couldn’t miss the glares from Tyson and Scott toward Reeve. Deciding not to mention it, she helped Lex clear the table then hugged the women before their husbands.
“Thank you,” she said. “For not letting me die there.”
Scott pulled her close for a hug. “You never have to thank us.”
Then, it was Tyson’s turn. “Are you sure about this?” he asked as his arms banded around her, mindful of the injury.
“Aye. He’s harmless. Not to mention scared o’ ya.”
Harmless. Not even she believed that one.
“Humph.”
She drew back and held hazel eyes before glancing to Scott and back again. “Find him, please.”
Both men grew somber and nodded. She knew they would do everything in their power to locate her brother whose plane had gone down in Antarctica. Scott stepped away and called to his brother for a private chat. Five minutes later, she walked beside Reeve down to his car and climbed in with a final wave over her shoulder to all.
Bag on her lap, she closed her eyes as he drove, maintaining easy breathing. She had no clue where he lived and, honestly, right now, was too tired to care. Sleep was essential for she had a job lined up in Oregon before she eventually flew back to Ireland. Granted, she could sleep on the train but her body still hadn’t caught up from her jaunt in the desert for her nights were plagued with nightmares.
She stirred and looked around when the car slowed and turned. They drove into a garage, and the door lowered behind them. A light overhead illuminated the area fit for two cars. The place was immaculate and a surprise.
“Come on, sweetcheeks,” Reeve said after he climbed out, opened her door, and took her bag.
“Must you call me that?”
“Must? No. But I love the way your eyes sparkle indignantly when I do.” He winked and walked off toward a door she assumed led inside.
She followed with an amused sigh. His place was open and also as spotless as the garage had been. She gazed about the condo. Tile and hardwood floors and stark white walls with some framed pictures, which to her felt out of place. It deserved to be mentioned that she wasn’t all-knowing of what made Reeve tick, so perhaps it did fit him.
Stainless steel appliances graced his kitchen, and a large glass window area overlooked Chesapeake Bay. She smiled as she stared down at the boats out there at night, their lights beacons through the darkness.
“Nice place.” She peeked over her shoulder at him.
He didn’t respond just jerked his head in silent indication to follow, ambled down to an open door, and gestured inside. 
“Here you are. I’ll have the bed made up in moments.” He paused and swung around toward her, his eyes liquid heat. “Unless you want to stay in my bed, with me.”
She didn’t pretend to think on it. Sure, they may go toe to toe and argue but the sparks never diminished between them. Sparks which had been there from the very beginning. There was no declaration for the future; this was all about the here and now.
Affrica stepped flush to him and dragged her tongue along her bottom lip as her arms simultaneously wound around his neck. The pain of her injuries drifted to the back of her mind.
“Dinna wish it any other way.”
A deep rumble rose from his chest, and his hands settled along her lower back. They stared at one another, breaths coming shallow and fast. Her exhaustion faded away with each breath she took, the rich and heady scent of Reeve Leighton giving her energy.
Reeve flexed his fingers before he removed them to curve along the sides of her face. His thumbs traced her bottom lip before he lowered his mouth to hers.
Finally.
Since his impromptu and way-too-short kiss outside Godric’s country club, Towering Oaks, her mind recalled very little else. He didn’t take and demand. No, Reeve gently licked along her lips before sliding his tongue along the seam, seeking entrance.
She opened for him, heart hammering against her ribs. He tasted decadent and masculine. She moaned and sank closer. He stroked everywhere, sides, roof, and along her tongue. Against her belly pressed the evidence of his hard arousal.
“Jeez,” he rasped, tearing his mouth from hers. “So fucking sweet.” Another deep kiss. “So damned addictive.”
She felt the same. Except she’d substitute masculine for sweet. Still, he was damned addictive. He kissed her again, and she forgot all else. He lowered his hands to her ass and, with a singularly smooth motion, lifted her. Without him saying it, she wrapped her legs around his waist.
When he stopped walking and placed her on her feet, she was ready to come at the slightest touch. A row of lights shone from the far side of the room. She held onto him, her limbs a bit shaky, until she was confident of standing alone, then she reached for the buttons on his silvered green shirt.
Reeve stood immobile as she undid each pearled button, until the silk hung open, exposing his muscular torso. A moment’s pause before she shoved the material off his shoulders to flutter to the floor. A soft golden tan dusted his skin, and she chewed on her bottom lip while her fingers familiarized themselves with his defined abs.
Silent, she reached for the black leather belt at his waist. His hand captured her wrist, and she regarded him with a slight tilt of her head. Heat swirled in his gaze, and she felt an answering tug in the pit of her stomach.
“Article for article, sweetcheeks.” He released her.
With a nod, she lowered her hands to the hem of her own shirt. Again, he stopped her. “Only fair I get to do this. You removed mine.”
Her belly clenched tighter. And so it went. Article for article. Piece for piece. By the time she faced a naked Reeve, she burned. Inside and out. She’d honestly expected a rush, tearing clothes off and going up in flames from the explosive heat.
He exhibited total control and took his time. His eyes kept her on the cusp with their passionate need. His fingers touched her ever so lightly as he removed her clothing, leaving her desperate for more.
She ran her hungry gaze over his nude physique. She lingered on the length of his jutting shaft. Drops of pre-cum caused the broad mushroom head to glisten. He was magnificent.
“Come here.” He beckoned her, and she stepped close, savoring the first experience of pure skin on skin. So warm. So strong. So aroused.
He carried her to his bed and laid her back upon the king-sized mattress. She stared at him as he looked down upon her.
“You’re a beautiful woman, sweetcheeks.”
He cut short her response by cupping a breast and rolling the tip in his fingers. She gasped at the sensation, arching into his touch. He gave a wicked grin and ducked his head. His mouth showered attention on her other breast, and he kept it up until she cried in pleasure to the room.
Reeve kissed his way down her chest and belly until he sat poised over the apex of her thighs. She tensed, waiting for the first touch, only to moan in frustration when he moved past. His rich chuckle filtered back to her.
“All in good time, sweetcheeks. I want to enjoy you at my leisure.”
And he did.
When Reeve moved back up her and kissed her, she tasted the heady combination of their flavors. Fire coursed through her veins, and she craved but one thing now. Him. Deep within her.
She watched from behind lowered lids as he opened a condom and rolled it over his turgid length. Her legs widened in silent invitation. He teased her with just the broad head of his cock before sliding into her, inch by torturously slow inch.
“Fuck,” he uttered.
His expletive jerked her lids back up again. He had a clenched jaw, and she followed a droplet of sweat as it rolled down his face and neck. She couldn’t speak. Never had she felt so full. He seemed to touch places she’d not even been aware of. She shifted beneath him, eliciting a groan from him.
“Move.” It took her a few attempts to get the word out. 
He pinned her with his gaze and did as she’d ordered. Back and forth, he built up a rhythm which had her toes and fingers curling into the bedspread. They moved in the perfect sync of a dancing duo. She undulated. He rolled. She arched. He thrust.
So close and yet so far was completion. The tingling from her approaching orgasm had her panting his name as he continued on with the deep, penetrating strokes. Her legs locked high around his waist, the angle hurtled her closer and closer to the edge.
“Oh…I…harder…” Her babbling continued as their sweaty bodies worked in tandem with one another.
She focused on the set of his jaw, the passion in his eyes, and the pleasure of his touch. Reeve bent forward so his mouth hovered near her ear. He smelled of sweat and sex.
“Come with me,” he murmured, in a darkly seductive tone.
Nothing else need be said. She arched, coming hard, a cry of passion exploding from her mouth as colors flickered behind her lids. She tightened around him as he powered twice more within her and came with a roar all his own. She rode out the tremors until she sank bonelessly back into the mattress. His body followed, a hot and welcome weight.
Damn! They lay there, hearts pounding and slowly starting to calm. She wriggled her fingers, amazed to find them in the thick locks of his hair, which was dampened by their exertions.
He pushed up and stared at her. His gaze hooded and almost mysterious yet she could still see the heat in them. It hit her in that moment. Her life had just changed.
 



Chapter Six
 
Reeve leaned against the doorjamb and stared at Affrica while she slept. Hell, he’d only just recently woken up himself. They had both fallen asleep after the first time of making love. He’d never been so sated, not to mention never so drained, after.
Two more times since then they’d done a repeat. Each time for him, it got better and better. He expelled a sharp breath and rubbed his bare chest.
Affrica slept diagonally across his bed, lying on her stomach. Her head almost fully covered by a pillow, keeping morning’s first light from her. He’d woken up a full hour before his alarm would have gone off and spent most of it watching her as she continued to slumber.
Now, it was time to wake her. He padded to the side of the bed her head was nearest and sat. With one hand, he trailed his first two fingers up the curvature of her spine. She moaned low and shifted beneath his touch. Gathering her hair to one side, he bent and kissed a bared shoulder.
“Mmm.”
“Wake up, sweetcheeks.”
“Time to go already?” Her sleep-laden voice was deep and sensual, stroking him to an even harder state.
“You are welcome to stay as long as you desire.” He realized how very true the words were once he spoke them.
She rolled onto her back and gave him a sexy smile. “I have to work.”
He smoothed some of her hair back and paused when he felt the remnants of a scar. Stroking his fingers along it, he met her shuttered gaze.
“What’s this from?”
Affrica sat up, ignored the sheet which showed off her beautiful breasts as it pooled at her waist. “Motorcar accident.” Her accent thick and difficult to understand as her body held rigid.
“Did you—”
“Leave it alone, Reeve.” She voice left no room for argument. “Now, come shower with me.”
She stood and sauntered away until all he could see was her hand. Her finger crooked, and he went, kicking off his sweats on the way.
Once they stood under the pounding heated spray, she grabbed his cock, pumping it with her wet hand as she sank to her knees before him. Fuck! He’d been dreaming of this since the day he met her and had zoned in on her full lips. Dropping his head back against the smooth tiled wall, he held his breath in anticipation.
Her mouth was warm as it slid over the head of his shaft. She ran her tongue along the rim before slipping farther onto him, bringing him deeper into her. His blood pounded as she worked up and down his length. Her fingers fisted below her mouth to continue applying pressure on him. With her other hand, she began to caress and knead his balls.
Lightning spiked in him, and he locked his legs to keep upright. Adjusting his head, he peered down at the woman on her knees before him. Her eyes closed she had a look of contentment and desire on her face. As if she’d sensed his gaze upon her, she looked at him.
Hunger, raw and powerful, poured from her brown orbs to engulf him in their fire. He reached for her, dug his fingers into her thick wet hair, and began thrusting his hips.
She relinquished control to him. Both of her hands repositioned to hold his thighs, and he could feel the soft bite of her nails in the back of his legs. The suction, her heat, her wetness, all of it combined to hurtle him closer to the edge. His balls tightened, and he knew he couldn’t last much longer. His hips powered faster, and he stared at her. Water from the showerheads cascaded around her. Her dark nipples were peaked and taut. Between her slightly spread legs, he could see the black hair which hid her heated core.
She drew harder, and her fingers dug in to his flesh more. Close, so close. He began to pull back, only to stop when a low rumble escaped her. She kept him there, and unable to withstand the torture any longer, Reeve erupted in her mouth.  Affrica didn’t release him until she had gotten everything from him.
The second her mouth freed him, he dragged her up, spun them so her back was against one wall, lifted and lowered her so she was impaled on his rock hard shaft.
“Oh,” she sighed, lids fluttering.
He powered home into her with deep, barely controlled thrusts. Her lids lowered, hiding her eyes. Straight white teeth captured her lower lip as she undulated with him.
“Look at me,” he growled.
Hazy eyes met his demand, and he slammed his mouth over hers, his tongue moving with the same furious pace as his hips. When he tore his mouth away, her hands were anchored on his shoulders, her eyes closed, and a language he didn’t speak poured from her mouth. This, this was what he wanted. Her so far gone, she forgot to speak in English. Her throaty speech heightening his own pleasure.
Without slowing, he reached between them and flicked his thumb over her clit, and she screamed as her body arched closer to his. The power of her orgasm, the feel of her velvet walls milking his cock, and the fact it was Affrica, a woman he’d been dreaming and obsessing over for months, sent him right after her. And, for the first time in years, he released himself inside a woman without thought or care of protection.
Spent and exhausted, he slowly lowered them to the floor of the shower, his cock still deep inside her. Affrica lowered her head and buried it against the side of his neck, her breathing still coming fast and sharp. Eventually, she pushed up so he could see her gaze.
“Well now,” she said with a grin. “That ‘tis a lovely way for a person to begin their day.”
His cock twitched inside her as her accent, still heavy and thick, flowed over him. He trailed his hands up her arms, over her shoulders, and down to her breasts.
“Then, stay, wake this way again tomorrow.”
She shifted on him, and he had to bite back his groan. This woman was going to be the death of him. Leaning closer until their foreheads touched, she sighed.
“Ya know, times like this ya’re a nice enough man, Reeve Leighton. Unfortunately, I canna stay. I’ve work ta do.” She brushed her lips over his lightly. “But I do thank ya for a wonderful night and morning.”
He halted her from getting off his lap, gripping her shoulders and flexing up into her. Her gaze smoldered, and she flashed him an impish grin.
“One for the road,” she whispered as she began to ride him.
Two hours later, he walked her to the door of the train station, carrying her bag for her. He observed her from his periphery. Face scrubbed fresh and clean, she wore no makeup. Her thick wavy hair had been drawn back into a ponytail and moved with every step she took.
She wore more of her typical fare. Drab olive cargo pants and a black ribbed t-shirt. A far cry from Dolce and Gabbana but, damn, if it didn’t look better in his mind. Hell, he’d spent so long surrounded by women who would panic if they so much as got a hint of dirt on their attire, he’d forgotten what a real woman was like. And Affrica O’Shea was all he’d been looking for.
He forgot what it was like to do something not in a loud club or in a fast car. But he knew Affrica loved the outdoors, and he wanted to enjoy it with her. Her nails were short and unpolished, hands which were capable of shooting him to ecstasy or wielding a camera which took amazing shots.
She had three piercings on each ear, and as he stared at her, he took in the silver earrings which she wore. He noticed the Celtic cross highest up then came a vivid blue heart, and the last one dangled but he couldn’t make it out. Stepping closer to her as he held the door for her, he brushed his lips along the collar of her shirt.
“What’s this?” he asked. His hip held the door while he touched the lobe of her ear with one hand.
“My earring?” She pursed her lips for a brief moment. “Ah, that’s the tree of life. Aidrian gave them to me.” 
Her breath caught, and he could sense her sadness. She never told him what had her so concerned, and so, he did his best to ignore it for the time being.
“Tree of life?”
“Aye. The trunk symbolizes strength. The branches stretch and hunt for learning and knowledge. Our ancient Celtic heritage is represented by the roots. And, if you look closely, ya can also see a trinity knot within it.”
Leaning closer, he gazed at it and sure enough, he could see the knot, right in the center of the tree. He inhaled deeply and smiled as he caught the scent of her as it intermingled with his much more masculine soap. Truth be told, he liked his scent on her. Sure, it may be possessive and caveman-like but he didn’t give a damn.
He hung back as she got her ticket and watched as she strolled through the station to take a seat beside him. 
“Ya know ya can leave. I’m capable of getting on a train by mahself. It’s boarding soon.”
Ignoring her, he draped an arm along the back of her chair. “Humor me.”
She didn’t decline nor did she move away, and he allowed himself a small smile of victory. He knew she was warming to him.
You’re not being an ass, his mind pointed out.
True. He wasn’t. He actually enjoyed spending time with her. Hell, even this morning while he watched her sleep, he’d discovered he was at peace. Normally, if a woman was sleeping in his bed, he itched for them to wake and get out. Sometimes, he would wake them and tell them to leave. He’d ignore their pouting and whining about wanting to stay, shoving them out the door so he could sleep in his bed. He’d always been protective of his sleeping place, but with Affrica, he wanted to keep her there.
“Watch mah stuff for me,” she said before shrugging away from him and walking toward the restrooms.
He hefted her bag and placed it in the seat she’d just vacated all without taking his gaze from the naturally seductive sway of her olive-covered ass. A view he completely enjoyed right up until a pair of long tanned legs blocked his view.
Brows converging in irritation, he lowered his gaze and started at the feet. Fuchsia and black stiletto heels showed off a matching pink nail color on the toes. Up he travelled over the tanning bed colored legs and up to the sequined fuchsia stretched fit mini. An exposed midriff showed off the four diamonds dangling from the belly button. A groan almost slipped free as he passed over a platinum wide neckline razor cutout cropped top and onto the familiar face of Marisol Anderson. With her dark brown hair, vivid green eyes, and creamy skin, she was pretty enough but he’d learned the hard way her insides were much darker than the out.
“What the fuck are you doing at a train station, Marisol?” He glanced at his wristwatch. “Especially at eight in the morning.”
“I was out when I saw your car go by. I wanted to talk to you so I followed.” She smiled. “And here I am.”
Out, my ass. More like you were on your way home from a night on your knees. I need to get rid of her before Affrica comes back.
“We have nothing to discuss. I told you that.”
She stuck her lower lip out in a well-practiced pout. “I already apologized for that minor incident. Forget it; remember how great we were together.”
In truth, he couldn’t recall a damn thing about her. “Not interested.” And that was, in no way, a minor incident.
She smoothed her hands down her sequined skirt and gave him a smile, which in the past would have gotten her just about anything she wanted from him. Now, it merely curdled his stomach.
“Let me refresh your memory.” She sidled closer, her hips swinging with each determined step.
He blew out an exasperated breath, already beyond bored with her attempts. It bothered him a bit she followed him here. Actually, followed him all the way up here. Okay, so it more than bothered him a bit.
“Go home, Marisol, before you embarrass yourself even further.”
Past her, he could see Affrica approaching. Shit! He wanted to stuff this woman in a corner so there was no connection between them. The last thing he needed was Affrica seeing this woman with him. But it was too late, he knew it when she cocked a brow and gave him a sardonic smile.
He curled his hand around her bag and lifted it out to her. Marisol’s eyes widened but she stepped to the side and allowed Affrica to get nearer.
“Thank ya,” Affrica said.
He didn’t let go immediately until she narrowed her eyes slightly. 
“Who are you?” Marisol demanded. “What are you doing with her bag?” This time, her words directed at him.
He caught Affrica’s gaze and was shocked to discover amusement lingering there. Reeve had been expecting to see disappointment, anger, anything but what he saw.
“Och, dinna worry, lass, I’m nae a threat to ya. Our brothers work together, and he was kind enough to bring me to the train station this morning to catch mah ride.”
He had to bite his tongue to keep his thoughts to himself. His cock throbbed as her accent rolled over him. Damn, all he wanted was to back her up against a wall and pound the hell out of her as she screamed his name. Just like last night.

Marisol paused in her tirade, fake lashes batting. “So y’all aren’t involved?”
Affrica chuckled and shouldered her bag. He frowned, extremely displeased with the cavalier way she laughed off what they’d shared. One didn’t simply ignore or forget what occurred between them.
“Nae.” 
She put her back to Marisol as she faced him. With a mocking glint in her eyes, Affrica gave him a cheeky grin and a thumbs up. It was blatant she was enjoying his discomfort. Shit. Could it get any worse?
Marisol cocked her hip and planted a fist on it. “Good because I’m not about to give him up without a fight.” A derisive sniff. “Especially to you.”
Apparently, things could.
Affrica stiffened, and the flames in her gaze reminded him of when she tore into him outside Godric’s place. It was more than that, though. It wasn’t just Affrica who was upset. Personally, he was fucking pissed by Marisol’s words.
“Watch your tone, Marisol,” he growled, rising from the seat.
Affrica’s emotions smoothed out. “Let it go, Reeve.” She gave a small shake of her head as she rested one hand against his chest. “It’s nae worth it. She’s nae worth it.”
He stared down into her large brown eyes and nodded. The small smile she bestowed upon him made him lightheaded for a moment. She patted his torso and stepped back. Past her, Marisol continued to ramble, obviously upset things weren’t going her way, but he only had eyes for Affrica.
“Thanks for everything, Reeve Leighton.”
Before she could walk away from him, he reached out and snagged her wrist. Everything aside from her faded into nothingness. He drew her back close and captured her chin with his free hand so their gazes were locked. Wiping his thumb along her plump lower lip, he leaned in.
“You and I are far from finished, Affrica O’Shea. Far from finished.”
She remained silent for a bit then grinned. “I look forward to it. Goodbye.” Then, she was gone, striding away without any hesitation or final lingering glances over her shoulder.
Only when she vanished from view did he turn his attention to the whining woman tugging on his arm.
“What?” he snapped.
“I thought you said there was nothing between y’all. From the way you were looking at her, I’d say you lied.”
Without speaking, he stared at her and tried his damndest to recall what had drawn him to her. And fell drastically short of accomplishing so. He gazed at her with disdain, understanding his brother’s aversion to her as well.
“Actually, Affrica said that, not me. Furthermore, let me make this perfectly clear, there is no us, so you have no say over anything to do with me. Do not presume to demand in regards to me ever again.”
He stalked away, acknowledging his fist would have connected to the face were Marisol a man. He’d never hit a woman and so left before he forgot himself.
At his car, he noticed her coming after him, tugging on her way-too-short skirt with each step she took. He climbed in and drove off, leaving before she got to him and her car, which she’d parked beside his.
When did my life get so out of control?
He went home and laid in bed, his face against the pillow Affrica had used, her scent faintly lingering upon the linen. Before he could contemplate his situation much more, his phone rang. With a frustrated groan, he reached for it.
 



Chapter Seven
 
Affrica sat across from Mrs. Marshall in her quaint living room. A steaming mug of tea sat untouched before her, matching the white porcelain teapot and cups on the serving tray. Mrs. Irene Marshall was a petite older woman with gray hair back in an immaculate bun.
Large circles were noticeable beneath her eyes, and her skin seemed almost ghost-white. In her hands, she clutched a few of the items Affrica had brought with her.
She waited for the woman to take whatever time she needed. In her pocket, her phone vibrated but she ignored it. More important things were going on now.
Teary light blue eyes lifted to glance at her. With trembling hands, Irene placed the picture and cross necklace down on the coffee table. “He was so sure something was going on over there,” she said in a shaky voice. “I tried to get him to go to the authorities but he insisted he had to have proof. All he was going to do was take pictures. It would be safe. But he never came home.” Large tears spilled over and ran down her face.
Affrica swallowed before reaching over to take her hand. Her skin felt paper-thin. “I know this is hard for you, Mrs. Marshall. I can’t imagine what a loss like this would feel like, and I am so very sorry you have to experience this.”
“Did you know my Davy well?”
“No, ma’am. We’d only met a few times but he was such a gentleman.”
A slight smile. “Yes, that was my Davy. Never rude.” She wiped at her tears. “His father wouldn’t stand for it. He was a military man. Broke his heart when Davy didn’t follow in his footsteps. He…he would have been proud of him though. I just know it.”
“Of course he would be. I know how military men can be sometimes.”
“Does your husband serve?”
“No, ma’am, I’m not married. My brother serves.”
Mrs. Marshall got up and led her to a small table laden with pictures. They spent a good portion of time looking at them. Husband and son.
“I know you didn’t have to come all this way to give me his personal effects. You could have mailed them. So you must need something.”
“Actually, I do, Mrs. Marshall.”
The woman stared at her with assessing eyes. “What is that?”
Affrica guided her back to the padded seat and sat across from her again. “They are presenting an award for breaking this story. To me, but I only finished what your son started. I would like you to come where I will accept on his behalf and present it to you.”
“Why would you do such a thing?”
“You son broke this, gave his life for it. It’s nae right for me to take credit.” She shifted. “There is one other thing, though. If I publically put your name out there, you could be in danger, if there are more who think Davy may have told you something. If you would rather remain anonymous, I can just present it to you and not call you out as his mother. I would love to hand this to you before everyone but you have to think of your safety.”
“You are a wonderful woman, Miss O’Shea. I would be honored to come accept it. You tell me when and where.” She patted her hand. “As for the danger, those cretins took everything from me the day they killed my Davy. So let them come.”
“I want you safe.”
“I’m safe enough. One thing, though,” she said.
“What’s that, Mrs. Marshall?”
“Stop hiding your accent. Before I married Mr. Marshall, I was a Delaney. Does this old heart good to hear a touch o’ the Irish.”
Affrica smiled. She’d worked hard to speak clearly, so the woman wouldn’t have a hard time understanding her.
“Do you still speak it?”
For the first time since she’d arrived, Affrica noticed Mrs. Marshall’s eyes sparkle.
“I sure do,” she replied in Gaelige.
Affrica remained for the rest of the day and left after utilizing Mrs. Marshall’s kitchen to make her some good Irish fare. She left with a hug and the promise to keep in touch besides the ceremony next month.
Back at her hotel, she took a long, hot shower before sitting on the queen-sized bed, bundled in the thick terry cloth robe. Drawing her legs up, she sighed as she rested her chin upon her knees. Fingers laced along her shins, she stared out the window at the sight presented. Astoria was a beautiful town.
These past weeks had been harried, and she relished the quiet. Part of the reason she embarked on the four-day train ride out to Oregon as opposed to taking a plane was she needed to decompress. No Outback, no one trying to kill her, and no bloodthirsty reporters trying for an exclusive about everything. She’d fielded calls from newspapers wanting her working for them.
“Not a chance,” she uttered.
In her eyes, her job was perfect already. She swiped her tongue along her lower lip as—like usual—her mind drifted toward the all-too-handsome and enigmatic Reeve Leighton.
The night with him had been off-the-charts amazing. Even now, her body flushed and grew damp at the simple thought of his touch. He’d given her an experience she’d not forget.
Her brother would kill him for simply touching her. Hell, even for taking her to his place. Much less, what happened after. 
Aidrian.
The satisfied smile slid from her face as she thought him. She closed her eyes against the sting of tears. She’d almost lost her brother. Thank you, for keeping him safe. Maverick had called her on the train, letting her know he was okay—still in Antarctica but safe.
When she started this trip, she’d had bare minimum information other than his plane had gone down. Luckily, now, she knew he was all right.
The theme for Hawaii Five-O filtered through her thoughts grabbing it. Wiping the tears, she leaned to the bedside table and answered her new phone without checking the screen.
“O’Shea.”
“Miss me, sweetness?”
The deep rasp of his voice raised goose bumps all over her skin. She dug her toes into the bedspread and fought the smile which threatened. The fact he’d gotten her number didn’t surprise her in the least or worry her. Still, she asked.
“Nae. How did ya get this number?”
“Godric.”
She frowned. “He gave it to ya?”
“Nope. I went to his office and looked you up. The number on your card goes to a message service.”
Could be who called her earlier, the buzz she’d ignored. “So you stole it.”
“You say steal, I prefer the term liberate.”
Her laugh slid free before she could contain it. “It wasna a prisoner. You canna liberate a phone number.”
“Semantics.”
She swung her legs to the floor and padded to the sliding door to step out onto the balcony.
“So what can I do for the one and only Reeve Leighton?”
He chuckled, decadent and darkly sexual. “So many responses, sweetcheeks.”
“And yet, I may just say no.”
“You didn’t that night.”
“The past.” She stepped back in to avoid the wind off the ocean that had increased.
“Am I keeping you from something?”
“I was hoping to get dressed to avoid eating without a stitch on.”
The sound of something falling echoed by his curse came through the phone. “Not fair, sweetcheeks.”
“If you dinna want mah answer, you shouldna asked the question.”
“Trust me, I would love to know all about your…um…lack of dress but my mother is here. Which brings me to the other reason I called.”
Other? He never mentioned a first, and she told him so.
“To hear your voice, of course.”
Despite her not being a young chit easily impressed by a smooth line, even she had to acknowledge the tremors his admission sent though her. Forcing back the starry-eyed haze which was rapidly overtaking her, she snorted.
“Right. What did ya call for?”
“You don’t seem to believe me.”
She didn’t but wasn’t about to get into an argument over something which was pointless anyway. “The reason?” she reiterated.
His sigh was loud and she rolled her eyes. “I want to hire you.”
Immediately, her mind drifted back to when he gave her the indecent proposal in Godric’s office, and she stiffened.
He must have understood her silence for he spoke quickly. “It is legit. My parents are celebrating their fortieth wedding anniversary, and we’d like you to take the pictures.”
She breathed deeply, relaxing, then walked to her calendar. “When is the event?”
“End of next month, the twenty-eighth. I know it’s not much time, but if you could do it, we’d be grateful.”
The day was clear—three days after the award ceremony. She tapped her pen against the paper and ran through the reasons why she should and those as to why she shouldn’t.
“You still with me, sweetcheeks?”
“Why me?” she asked. “There are plenty of professional photographers in your area.”
“Besides the obvious I want to see you again? I’ll tell you. And before you think it’s just me, it’s not; my brothers agree. So does my sister. There is something extra in the photos you take. You find that perfect image and bring the best out of those in it. You discover something that other people miss.”
“I’m nae sure I can swing it,” she answered honestly.
“Are you hiding from me?”
“Nae. I’ll be in Perth three days prior. I have to escort someone back to Oregon and… Well, I can try mah hardest to get there, but I wouldn’t want you to solely depend on mah arrival and not be there.”
“This has to do with the thing you found in Australia?”
“Aye.”
“And who are you flying back to Oregon with?”
“The ma o’ the man who started to discover this.” A moment’s pause. “If she comes. She said she would but she’s nae a youngun.”
“And you feel responsible for her.”
She bristled. “She is a dearie and has been through hell, having lost both her husband and son. They want to award me with what should go to her child. Yes, I feel responsible.”
“Okay, okay. I’m sorry. That sounded not how I wanted it to.”
Holding up her hands, she shook her head. “I should apologize. The day has been a long one.”
“If I have a way to get you and your friend back to Oregon in time, would you do it?”
She rolled her lower lip in her teeth. It had been five days since she’d been in his arms, and she wanted to experience it again. Why should she deprive herself of what she wanted? She held no illusions of what it was between them.
“Aye. But I would have ta know before I make our plans.”
“I’ll be calling often, sweetcheeks. Get some rest, you sound tired.”
“Okay.” She had no energy to argue. So, with a quick goodbye, she ended the call. I can eat later. She yawned and closed her eyes.
It was dark when she awoke. For a few moments, she debated on closing her eyes and drifting back to sleep before she left the bed. Opting to rise, she got up, turned on some light, and dressed.
Within the next hour, she sat at the desk, her laptop open with some photos on it and a cheeseburger with fries beside her. Coke to drink. She ate and placed orders for more items she needed, film especially. Normally, she would do digital shots when working with people since most were impatient and it was easier to give a CD with the shots on it.
Another reason I prefer shooting wildlife. There was just something more with real film in her eyes. Black and whites were amazing. After her expedition back to Virginia and Reeve, she would be going to Africa.
She worked well past finishing her food and answered emails as well as returning calls. Once content all was caught up, she opened up a file she’d recently uploaded and began sifting through the images. The shots were of some flora, and she sought to find the right ones to sell. 
The night progressed, bringing with it a storm. She shoved her hair into a ponytail, grabbed her camera, and went out on the balcony. Through the wind and rain, she snapped pictures of the lightning over the water. The rolling clouds and the feel of the storm.
Three and a half hours later, she snagged “the shot” she’d been waiting for and walked, soaking wet, back into her room. After another shower, she slid exhausted into bed.
Her wake-up call came at the requested time, and she rolled from bed with a weary groan. Dressed, she packed her items and double-checked to ensure she had it all. A habit of hers, even though she had a lot of confidence of having everything packed. She stayed in a great many places and pretty much lived out of her canvas duffle.
Shouldering the strap, she headed downstairs. An older white man waited behind the counter and she approached him with a wave and greeting.
“The taxi has been called, Ms. O’Shea.”
“Wonderful,” she said, giving him the keycard and signing the bill.
“Forgive me, but I wanted to tell you it’s amazing what you went through to get that photo evidence back to the authorities.”
Her hand froze in the middle of her signature. She met his gaze.
“You recognized me?”
His smile was kind. “You and your name, Ms. O’Shea.”
“Thanks for the kind words but the thanks should go to Davy. He uncovered it first.” She finished her signature and slid the paper with pen back to him.
“I think you both do.” He gave her the receipt.
They shared a look and she nodded. “Goodbye.”
Affrica strode for the door and climbed in the waiting taxi. “Bus station, please.”
It didn’t take too long, and soon, she was climbing on her bus to Sea-Tac airport. Her business concluded for a while in the United States. She reclined in the seat and smiled at the thought of seeing Reeve again.
* * * *
Perth, Australia
Reeve adjusted the bowtie on his tuxedo and shifted in the seat at the table he’d purchased a spot at. He drained his champagne and immediately looked around for more. While he was no stranger to black tie affairs, tonight he was nervous. For tonight, he got to see Affrica again.
He did another scan of the room and frowned for he didn’t see her. Did she decide not to come? He saw some celebrity A-listers there who were big into humanitarian efforts.
“Don’t believe I’ve seen you before,” the gentleman beside him said.
Like you know everyone here, man. “I’m Ms. O’Shea’s friend. Name’s Reeve, Reeve Leighton.”
The black brows rose. “Really? You know Affrica? How well do you know her?”
Tamping back his arrogant instinctive response, he merely shrugged, despite being completely unhappy with this man calling her by her first name. “Our relationship isn’t any of your business.”
The smug look on the man’s face told Reeve he didn’t believe Reeve even knew her. Whatever smartass comment he’d been about to make was halted, for a silver-haired man approached the podium. Everyone gave him their attention, quieting immediately.
“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Tonight, we are honoring a woman who played an integral part in bringing an end to a horrific genocide event. After getting the images, she then had to run for her life and survive long enough to get rescued. Some of us are lucky to have her as a friend and the world is grateful to her for her selfless actions. Miss Affrica O’Shea.”
While people clapped, Reeve’s gaze had honed in on a woman who had stood and made her way toward the stage. His breath left him in a rush. Holy shit!
He’d passed over this woman, expecting Affrica to be…well, Affrica. And the woman he remembered. Not this. His mouth went totally dry, and it was like sucking on cotton. He half rose to go to her before regaining his senses.
Affrica wore a floor-length, form-fitting sequined evening dress. It showed everything and yet nothing. The sapphire blue hue highlighted the beauty of her smooth skin. The gown was amazingly elegant in its simplicity. It had a high neckline, fitted waist, and was sleeveless. A diamond back opening combined with a slit up to her knee allowed him to see hints of flesh when she moved.
Her hair had been gathered up into some kind of fancy twisty style which left two ringlets to hang on either side of her face. He’d lost his breath. She accepted the plaque with the same grace she did everything then stepped to the microphone.
“Thank you,” she said, her accent thick with emotion. “A heartfelt thank you to the men who rescued me, for doing what I didn’t think would ever happen, bringing me home. I may have been the one to bring the photos out but I was, by no means, the one who discovered the atrocities.” Her fingers smoothed over the item. “A young man named Davy Marshall is the one who should be accepting this. Unfortunately,” she paused. Pictures of a man with a camera around his neck and a grin on his face appeared on the wall behind her.
“Unfortunately, those behind the genocide took his life as well. I regret not knowing Davy very well and will miss him. So while I thank everyone for this honor, there’s another who deserves it more, Davy’s mother. Mrs. Irene Marshall.”
Reeve didn’t take his eyes off Affrica as Mrs. Marshall joined her on the stage. The women hugged, and Mrs. Marshall, who was of diminutive statue, spoke. Reeve sort of tuned her out. He wanted to be with Affrica up there. Be her support.
He’d searched online for the story and had been horrified at what he’d learned. No wonder Scott had rolled his eyes when he’d mentioned he knew nothing about what she’d gone through. It was in that moment Reeve realized how arrogant and spoiled he truly was. How out of touch with the world.
He and Affrica were on opposite sides of the spectrum. Not merely money but humanitarian. It was no wonder his brother was impressed with her. She had several charities she donated money and time to. Himself? He’d never been able to be bothered before.
The room erupted in applause, and he blinked a few times before joining in. The man clad in a black tuxedo with a tie glanced at him.
“I would love an introduction since you know her.”
There was no disguising the challenge in that arrogant tone.
“Sure, I think we should have sometime before we fly out on my jet.”
The man’s eyes widened before narrowing. “So you know her that well?” Waggling eyebrows conveyed the unasked question.
Ignoring his desire to punch him in the nose, Reeve merely smoothed his hand down his jacket and turned to face Affrica who made her way through the crowd.
“I bet you don’t even know her,” the obnoxious man said, close behind him.
Affrica headed in their direction, Reeve didn’t think she saw him but he remained fixated upon her. A growl formed in his throat when the man stepped around him and reached for her.
“Miss O’Shea, I can’t tell you how glad I am to know you are safe from your horrendous ordeal.”
She paused. “Mr. Price, right?” He nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Price.”
“Please call me Edward. I would love to sit down and talk about this. Do you have some free time soon?”
Reeve narrowed his eyes. Even a fool could see this man merely angled for time with her. And he wasn’t a fool.
“We can talk when I have my schedule near.”
Edward Price beamed and glanced at Reeve with an annoying satisfactory gleam in his beady little blue eyes. “Sounds excellent,” he said, retuning his attention on Affrica. “There is a guy here at my table who wanted to meet you. He’s right here.”
When her amazing eyes found him, Reeve felt his heart skip a few beats. Her entire visage morphed from professional to personal. A smile made her face light up.
“This is—”
“Och, I know who he is,” she interrupted. “Reeve Leighton, how are ya?” Her appreciative gaze moved over his tux and back to his face.
He took her hand and bent over it, eyes upon hers the entire time as he brushed his lips along her skin.
“Fine. You were amazing up there. And you look absolutely stunning.”
She ducked her head. Shyness? From Affrica? Could it be? 
“Thank you.” Her reply was quiet.
“You probably need to mingle some more. I will wait here so come get me when you’re ready to go.”
Yes, he knew exactly what he was doing. Staking his claim. Especially with Mister Please-call-me-Edward looking and listening avidly. He brushed another kiss over her knuckles and released her.
“Will do,” she said before moving on to the next person.
He couldn’t—or was it wouldn’t—stop his smug smile at Edward as he retook his chair. The man shot him a nasty glare then hurried off after Affrica.
Reeve watched her but stayed at the table. This was her thing, her time. He could behave well enough to not impede this honor bestowed upon her. Finally, she began to walk back toward him, Mrs. Marshall at her side. He rose to meet them. Affrica made the introductions.
“Shall we?” he said, offering his arm to Mrs. Marshall.
“I can get on a plane myself.”
“Indulge me,” Reeve commented smoothly. “Both Affrica and I want to ensure you make it home. Besides, I do love having a beautiful woman on my arm.”
She laughed, and he peered over her head in time to catch the amusement on Affrica’s face. He assisted them both with their wraps, lingering a bit when he did Affrica’s. Then, they went to his chauffeured Bentley to take them to the plane, after swinging by the hotel to grab their things.
Once they were airborne, he fixed a bed for Mrs. Marshall who, at first, refused the bedroom, but she changed her mind, and he believed she slept as they cruised back toward the United States. Affrica stood, and he ogled the way the dress hugged her.
“I’m going ta change.”
He snagged her wrist and drew her across the aisle to his seat.
“You look amazing, Affrica,” he uttered with all honesty.
Her smile was tired but real. “Thanks. You are pretty sharp in that tuxedo as well.”
“Come here.” He tugged her to straddle his lap.
She had to lift the dress over her knees to accomplish it. But she did. And he had to admit he liked her astride him. And told her so.
“Pervert.”
He grinned at her as he ran his hands along the silken skin of her legs. His cock grew hard, and he closed his eyes, praying for strength. Especially when she rocked on him. He groaned and shook his head.
“Nae?” Her question was low and intimate as her fingers undid the bowtie at his neck.
“Mrs. Marshall—”
“She be fast asleep. In your bedroom which ya so kindly gave up for her.”
“She could wake up.”
“Then, you’ll hae ta make sure ya dinna scream.”
She began to undo the buttons on his shirt, only to pause and climb off his lap. Affrica peeked over her shoulder toward the cockpit before wriggling out of her panties. His mouth grew dry at the sight of her thong.
Bending at the waist, she retrieved the scrap of green plaid, wadded it up, and stuck it in the pocket of his tux jacket. She straddled him and got to work undoing the pearl buttons, exposing his chest.
“Affrica,” he said on a groan.
“Aye?”
“We shouldn’t.”
She gave him a wicked smile. “So stop me.”
Yeah, right. That wasn’t about to happen. He bit back the groan of pure bliss as she trailed her tongue along his pectorals.
He had no more complaints and let her have her way. This was a side of her he’d not been exposed to before. Still, he grunted his approval when she drew a condom from the front of her dress. She had him out, covered, and inside her wet heat before he could make a single, coherent thought.
It felt like it had been years since he’d been inside her walls of heated velvet. Her pussy gripped him firmly and his lids fluttered.
“Oh shit,” he moaned.
 



Chapter Eight
 
Oh shit was right. Affrica held immobile for a moment. She’d wanted to jump him the second she saw him tonight. Reeve knew how to wear a tux. On some men, it just…worked. He was one of those who excelled at it.
The perfect fit. The swagger and the oozing sexuality made her mouth water, and her body responded to the raw magnetism which poured from him.
She lowered her lids and enjoyed his thick shaft inside her. With deliberate and slow movements, she began to rock. The material from his tuxedo pants rubbed her inner thighs with each motion.
His hands gripped her hips, fingers digging in as she rode his thickness at her own pace. A euphoric haze settled around her. There still existed a thread of urgency but not one she couldn’t ignore.
They were in their own world as she rose and fell. Capturing her lower lip in her teeth, she struggled to keep her moans of pleasure contained. It wouldn’t do to have the pilots come check on them. Her eyes flew open when his hands left.
He reached for her hair, caressing the two ringlets before dismantling her coiffure. Her hair tumbled free, and she heard the rumble in his chest.
“Affrica.”
She leaned close, arms around his, as she worked her hips faster, driving her even closer to the brink. Nose against the side of his neck, she bit his skin before laving away the sting. Reeve anchored one hand up under her hair, cupping the back of her neck, and the other returned to her hips. Sweat trickled down his skin as he thrust up to meet her.
How she longed to scream in ecstasy. He turned his head and drew her earlobe into his mouth, giving it a tug. Simultaneously, his fingers flexed against her, and he stiffened. The silent intimacy sent her over, and she barely muffled her cry of pleasure.
Chest to pounding chest, she pulled back enough to meet his eyes. They still blazed with hunger, and she shuddered. Slowly, she rose from his lap and stepped back, her dress falling once again to cover her. One more lingering look at him and his cock before she made her way to the lavatory on legs which were none too steady. She snagged her bag on the way to change while in there.
Reeve waited outside the door when she exited. With a smile, she skirted past him and headed to one of the seats. Sinking down, she yawned and leaned back, eyes drifting closed. They opened when a blanket covered her.
“Thanks,” she murmured, snuggling down.
“We need to talk, Affrica.”
“Why?”
He sat beside her. “Really?”
She repositioned the seat in a more upright position. “Aye, really. I’m nae looking for anything more than just mutual relief, Reeve. I’ve no wish to make this more complicated.”
“Mutual relief.” The words were cold. “Right.” He got up and walked away.
Lying back, she sighed and closed her eyes as the interior darkened. As she sped into slumber, his expression haunted her. Could he be thinking something different of what they shared?
Worry on it tomorrow, she told herself.
She slept well and ate in the morning with both Mrs. Marshall and Reeve, who was the consummate gentleman. Then, he left them alone after they finished.
“Your young man is a keeper.”
“My young… Oh no…he’s nae mine.” She flicked a glance over to Reeve, who stood making himself a drink. While he no longer wore the tuxedo, he still looked damn good in the dark jeans and merlot t-shirt.
“Oh, I see.” Mrs. Marshall pinned her with a look of disbelief. “Just a nice friend to fly you back from Australia.”
Like talking to Ma.
“Actually, he’s doing it because it is the only way I would make it in time to take the pictures of his parents’ anniversary.”
Blue eyes twinkled at her. “If you need to tell yourself that.” Reeve walked near. “However, seems to me there is more there. I’ve seen the looks between you two,” she added in Gaelige.
“Nonsense,” she replied in the same language.
Reeve glanced between them before he placed his attention on Mrs. Marshall and proceeded to charm her even more.
Apparently, he has the same effect on all women of any age.
The remainder of the twenty-hour flight, they chatted before eventually drifting apart to do their own thing. Mrs. Marshall worked her way through a story. Affrica sat in a spot with her computer up in front of her, earphones in, and she got to work on some finishing up some items requiring her attention.
So in tune to her work, she jumped when a glass of soda was set before her. Reeve stood there, a can of Coke in his own hand. Removing one ear bud, she arched a brow at him.
He sat across from her. “You looked thirsty.”
“Thank you.”
“Who are you listening to?”
“Mir.”
His brows converged before he reached out and snagged her earpiece and listened. She watched his face, inwardly pleased he liked it.
“Who is this again? I’ve never heard them but this is good stuff.”
“Mir. I’m not surprised you’ve not heard of them. They’re a small pentad group I discovered over in Herzegovina. Well, not discovered in the they’re mine way, but I came across them there.”
“Herzegovina? When were you there?”
She took a drink. “I’ve been a few times. For this, I went during the Bosnian War. The group merely wanted peace. Hence the name, Mir. It’s Croatian for peace.”
The group was a mixture of heavy metal and techno. She really enjoyed it.
Reeve stared at her for a bit before getting up and walking away with nothing else said. She watched him leave before going back to the calendar up on her screen. India was bolded, and she smiled as she put her earpiece back in. She loved going to India.
One of her favorite shots came from there. One she’d given to Landi Melonakos. A picture, a black and white, of a tiger.
She looked at the rest of her schedule for a while. Central America, South America, and Scotland before she would finally be home in Ireland for a while.
Keeps me busy.
A smile ghosted her lips as she got back to choosing the images she wanted on the calendar for her parents. When she grew sleepy, she put it all away, checked on Mrs. Marshall to find her resting, and stretched out for a nap of her own.
She could feel eyes upon her. Stirring, she opening hers to find Reeve watching her, the magazine on his lap ignored. She maneuvered into a sitting position and ran a hand down her face. 
“How much longer?”
“We’re about to land.”
With a nod, she dug into her pocket and withdrew a hair scrunchie. Moments later, her hair was in a ponytail, and she felt marginally more awake.
Reeve stared at the magazine he held and she sighed. She’d hurt his feelings. Or was it his ego? Men could be so confusing at times. Leaning forward, she ran her hands down her pant legs.
“Are ya still wanting to talk, Reeve Leighton?”
His gaze slashed to hers. Angry. “Why? You made your position crystal clear. Nothing but relief.”
“I’m sorry if you thought—”
He laughed but there was zero humor in it. His expression was totally closed off. Ignoring the pain in her heart, she leaned back against the seat. Mrs. Marshall showed up and sat beside her as the pilot made mention of landing.
A town car waited at the airport for them, and Reeve said, “We’ll wait for you here.”
“Please. This isn’t necessary. Let me take a taxi home,” Mrs. Marshall stated.
“I want to make sure you get home safe,” Affrica injected.
Irene took her hand and squeezed it. “You still have five hours at least to go. Don’t waste time here,” she said in Gaelige. Switching back to English, she addressed Reeve. “Thank you, young man. Make sure you get her there safe. I’m fine on my own.”
Reeve bowed over her hand. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Southern charmer. The worst kind.”
“Of course.” He winked and led her to the car. “Nate here will ensure you make it safely home.”
Affrica watched as they spoke too low for her to overhear. With a nod, Irene glanced at her and called out as she climbed in the car. “Thank you, Affrica, for all you’ve done.”
The car drove off and effectively left her alone with Reeve. He brushed by her and went back inside the plane. Taking one last breath of Oregon’s air, she followed, her steps almost a bit hesitant for she was unsure about the final leg of the flight. Reeve stood engrossed with one of the pilots and barely spared her a glance. 
She fastened herself in as he shut the door. One final look and she reached for a magazine tucked beside her. A business market one and something she had little care for.
They began taxiing, and she put the magazine away and found herself staring at one of his legs from where he sat farther up.
Spoiled. This is why I told myself not to get involved with him. Her life was busy enough without dealing with a spoiled, rich boy who was mad because he didn’t get his way.
* * * *
Reeve stood beside his brother, Godric, and watched their parents dance beneath the star-studded sky and white gauze tent. The party had been a hit. Sure, Scott hadn’t been able to attend, but all in all, it was going very well.
He spied his sister, Corliss, who had flown in from college to attend. She wore a very simple black dress with a string of pearls. His only sister. Which made him and his brothers fiercely protective of her.
His gaze continued to sweep the crowd, taking in all the people in attendance. He was fine until he found Affrica. She remained off to the side, camera in hand.
Tonight, she wore black slacks and a white shirt. Her hair—he had dreams, wet dreams, about that hair—hung from a high ponytail. He bit back a snarl. Scratching an itch. Nothing permanent. Mutual relief.
Words which shouldn’t be a problem. No strings. Never been an issue before. Never had Affrica say it before.
He wanted her. Exclusively. So for her to be good with no strings rubbed him wrong. So wrong.
“Stop scowling, Charleston, this is a party.”
Immediately, he smoothed out his expression. His mother stood before him, dressed to the nines, as usual.
“Dance with your mother, Charleston.”
“Yes, Charleston,” Godric teased, well aware he hated that name. “Dance with your mother.”
“Boys,” their mother said.
Taking his mom’s arm, he led her back out to dance with a parting punch to Godric’s arm. Then, he flashed a wicked grin and smirk at his brother who scowled and rubbed his arm.
“Thank you for this, Charleston.”
Charleston. He hated that name. Wonder how it would sound if Affrica called me by it? He grinned, well aware he’d have very little problem with it.
“Charleston!”
“Yes, Mother?”
“I dislike being ignored.”
He knew that, yet he’d done precisely that very thing.
“What were you smiling about?”
Oh right, like he’d actually tell his mother what fantasy had been sailing through his head regarding himself and one Affrica O’Shea.
“Pleased the night is going so well and thinking about something Godric said.”
“I was surprised to see Miss O’Shea here.”
“She’s very good at her job, Mother.”
“I wasn’t saying otherwise, Charleston. Merely surprised to see her here especially since Prescott isn’t here.” A pause. “Or my grandchildren.”
Only she calls Scott by his full first name—Prescott. Mother is always with the formalities. “He’s out of town. Left yesterday. Lex called me.”
“She’s not here, either.”
Because you have never made her feel welcome. “She’s working tonight as well.”
“Who is watching the children?”
He shrugged. “Babysitter? Someone, I’m sure. I don’t think Lex is the kind of woman to leave her children unattended.”
“She should be home with them.”
Lord save him. “Lex is a doctor, Mother. She works long hours.” A sniff. He ended their dance by Godric and said, “He insisted on the next dance.”
Godric glared but Reeve didn’t care. He was free. He loved his mother but never quite understood her. He scanned the crowd, going over dancers, talkers, and drinkers. Until he found her.
Off to the side, talking to another guest. His eyes narrowed as the man turned, giving him a side profile view. Marcus Lattimore. Playboy. Went through women, well, much like Reeve used to. Not a man Reeve wanted around Affrica.
Heading for them, he slowed when Affrica reached into her pocket and withdrew a card.
“Wonderful, thank you, Ms. O’Shea,” Marcus said. “I’ll be in touch.”
“What’s going on here?” he asked, stopping closer to Affrica.
“Mr. Leighton.”
“Hey, Reeve. She gave me her card. She sells images into calendars or large pictures. I’m looking for my parents.” Marcus nodded at her. “Thanks again.” Then, he was gone.
Reeve focused on Affrica. What was it about her? Her eyes met his, and he couldn’t ignore the tug on his heart. Neither could he forget her words, though, and he stiffened.
“It’s a beautiful party,” she commented.
Shoving back what he wanted to say, he merely nodded, not trusting his voice.
She yawned and shook her head. “Excuse me.”
“You okay?”
“Aye. Just getting tired.” The air between them sparked, and she cleared her throat. “I should get back to work.” She walked away without another word.
Reeve just stood there and watched her go. He felt someone approach but never looked from Affrica’s retreating body.
“She’s sure something else, isn’t she?”
He bristled at the amount of affection in Godric’s voice. Licking his lips, he forced himself to remain relaxed.
“Don’t even think about it.”
“Think about what?”
“Affrica.”
Godric remained silent for a moment before he sighed. “Grow up, Reeve.” His brother walked off, leaving him alone.
His mind continued to stay soured as the night wound down. He spoke to one of the caterers and saw Affrica by an SUV with Godric. His hands clenched into fists when his brother hugged and kissed her on the cheek. Then, she drove away, and he realized he’d barely been able to spend time with her.
Saying goodnight to his parents, he, too, went home. Hard and aching for Affrica O’Shea. Jacking off in the shower didn’t seem to help him in the least.
He had it bad and knew it. Sleep didn’t come easily, and he woke in a foul mood. After he dressed, he made his way to his new Jaguar and slid behind the wheel. He drove to Godric’s condo and parked in a visitor spot. At the door, he rang the bell. Nothing, so he rang it again. This time, it opened. All the air in his lungs escaped in a rush. Affrica stood there, looking all together at home in tank top, shorts, and barefooted.
The green-eyed monster surfaced swift and deadly. I’m going to kill him.
“Where is he?”
“Shower.” She stepped back. “Come on in.”
He ground his jaw and entered his brother’s home. Godric’s place was quite the opposite of his. This place had character. She closed the door behind him, and he latched onto her arm when she moved by him.
“Did you spend the night here?”
Affrica blinked thrice before answering. “Good morning to you, too.”
“Did. You. Sleep. Here?”
“No.” She jerked free and walked away. His gaze was transfixed on her ass, cupped by the white fabric of her shorts. Her long, toned brown legs made his cock rock hard. He knew how they felt wrapped tight around him as he pumped into her. The thought of his brother feeling it as well had the effect of being doused in icy cold water.
“So what then, you came over early this morning for a romp?”
Affrica paused and tensed slightly before sitting on one end of the brown leather couch. Her eyes blazed with suppressed fury. “You seem to be under the impression I’ve the same lack o’ morals as you do, Reeve Leighton.”
A spear of embarrassment jerked through him but he ignored it. His haze of jealous idiocy making him stupid.
“Just stopped by for a quickie? I would have welcomed you in my bed.”
Her look would have sent hell into a deep freeze. She pushed to her feet and walked by him. He spun and watched her grab a bag by the door.
“Leaving already?” His question was more of a sneer.
“Aye. I’ve no desire ta listen ta this.” She pivoted toward him. “I made a mistake with you. It’s a pity, too, for I liked you. I really did.”
Affrica shouldered her bag and vanished beyond the door. The click sounded so final. He frowned, severely disliking the feeling which swarmed him.
“Sorry, Affrica, I didn’t… Oh, Reeve. When did you arrive? And where’s Affrica?”
He turned to see his brother standing there in a pair of khaki shorts and a dark green shirt. His hair tousled and still damp but it was the smile which rubbed him wrong.
“What was she doing here?”
All welcome drained from Godric’s face. “Was? Jesus, Reeve, again? You opened your big mouth again?”
“Answer my goddamn question!”
Godric threw up his hands, disgust all over his face. He headed for the kitchen, and Reeve followed.
“You, Reeve, make me want to drink something a hell of a lot stronger than water.” He grabbed a bottle of water and slammed some before placing the bottle back down with a jarring action. “What the fuck, man? You come into my house and say something so rude to my guest leaves?”
He hated his brother claiming her like that and he wasn’t even remotely a fan of the fury in his tone. Godric was normally such an easygoing person.
“I’m surprised she even answered the door. Didn’t want her in the shower?”
Godric narrowed his gaze. “Get out.”
“What?”
“You heard me. Get out. Get the fuck out of my house. I’m done, Reeve. You can’t come in here, or my business, and insult my friends. I don’t know what’s going on with you but I don’t have to listen to this.”
“I told you to stay away from her,” Reeve growled.
“And I told you to grow the fuck up,” Godric snapped. “Apparently, neither of us listened to the other.”
Reeve looked at his brother and saw the raw fury in his expression. Apologize. He held his hands up. “I’m sorry. I saw her here and I just, guess I kind of—”
“I don’t want to hear it, Reeve. I don’t care. Your apology means shit to me. It’s past time for you grow up. Think before you speak and, for God’s sake, learn you aren’t the center of the universe.”
Eerily similar to words uttered by his older brother, Scott. Reeve opened his mouth only to be waved off by Godric.
“Go.”
“Are you sleeping with her?” he asked.
“Some days, it’s hard to believe you’re my older brother. She’s not my type. Get out. I’m going to go through the pics she took last night—which was why she was here, if you cared—then I’ll email them to you.”
Godric turned his back on him, and Reeve knew he’d been dismissed. So he left. Back at his place, Reeve sat on his sofa and stared out the windows. What was wrong with him? He’d been cranky and picking fights for nothing. Fuck it. He dropped his head back and groaned.
He had a lot of excuses but he ignored them. Bottom line, there was no excuse. And his spoiled attitude may have just cost him not only the woman he wanted but also his brother.
 



Chapter Nine
 
Urubici, a city in the state of Santa Catarina, Brazil
Affrica smiled at the group of children who ran past, snow rising in puffs beneath their hurrying feet. Some of the older kids came dashing back to her.
“Take our picture! Take our picture!” they cried in Portuguese.
“Okay, okay,” she replied with a laugh in the same language. Readjusting her hold on the camera and bag in her hand, she followed them.
They walked to an open meadow with a rushing waterfall at the far end. An amazing sight with the snow and ice surrounding it. The numerous youngsters were embroiled in a serious snowball fight.
“Go play.”
As the ones who’d escorted her did, she sat on a large stump and opened her bag before uncapping the lens cover. They played, and she snapped pictures. Some of the game and many of them posing for her.
“Are you sure you must leave tomorrow?”
Affrica peered to her right and found her friend, Joao, standing there.
Getting to her feet, she ignored the brief chill which racked her. Then, she nodded with a sigh. “I’m afraid so. I have to get going to make my next stop.”
“You weren’t here long,” he said, continuing in Portuguese.
“I know, and I wish I could stay. I was down for the Campos do Jordão International Winter Festival. I spent some extra time there.”
“More exciting in São Paulo?”
“Not at all. I love it here, too.” It was true. She did have great affection for both places. São Paulo state was the richest in Brazil, and Campos do Jordão was an upscale district itself. But the festival was a huge draw and loads of fun for her. It was, after all, the largest classical music event in Latin America.
But, she loved it here in the highlands of Urubici. The wealth of cultural influences made it a wonderful place in her estimation. There existed such variety in cuisine, the arts, and architecture. She had taken numerous pictures of the Avencal Waterfall, which had one hundred meters of free fall, and some indigenous caves, which boasted rupestral engravings. Items that dated back more than four thousand years.
“I just wish to spend more time with you.”
She shouldered her bag and tugged on her gloves, grateful for their warmth. “What happened with the girl you were dating last time I was here? Mirari, I believe.”
“We’re just friends. There’s someone else I want.”
“Oh, I see.” She waved to the children who seemed to have inexhaustible energy. “Walk back with me?”
“Of course.”
She half listened to Joao as they headed back into town. In truth, however, her mind had wound its way back to a certain man named Reeve Leighton. It didn’t make sense; he could be so damn boorish, and yet, he made her smile and feel oh-so-good.
It had been a couple of months since she’d seen him. He’d called her once and apologized for his behavior. But she’d not called him back. The vibration against her hip had her shifting her bag and reaching for her phone. Could it be?
No.
Still, a grin lifted her lips as she saw the name on the caller ID screen.
“Aidrian, how are you?” she asked in Gaelige, ignoring Joao’s quizzical look.
“I’m fine, just calling to check on you.” He spoke Irish as well.
“Fine here, big brother. About to head to Africa then Scotland. What about you? Where are you? Or is it some undisclosed location.”
“Very funny. I’m in my apartment, getting ready to head to Australia.”
She stepped inside the small café, grateful for the warmth. “Back to see your cute woman?”
“Enough out of you. I called to see how you were. Is there anything I should know?”
“Know about what?” She smiled her thanks as Joao placed a mug of steaming hot chocolate before her.
“Anything. Like perhaps why you were in Virginia with that Reeve.”
That Reeve. Good Lord, she could feel Aidrian’s disgust from here. “Wow. First of all, I wasn’t there with him.” More’s the pity. “I was there working. Second, if I had been with him, it’s none of your concern.”
“The hell it isn’t. If you weren’t with him, what was with the plane ride?”
She fought an eye roll. “Well, I’d nae wish to swim to Virginia from Australia. Not a fan of sharks, you know.”
“Affrica,” he growled.
“Okay, you got me. I wanted wild monkey sex with him and figured that would be the only place I could get it.”
Dead silence met her statement. She could imagine his thunderous expression and burst out laughing. “Come on, Aidrian. You knew about the plane—which is very disturbing anyway—so you know Mrs. Marshall was there.”
“I don’t want him near you.”
“Aidrian, I’m not a baby.” She took a drink, nearly groaning in pleasure.
“You’re my sister.”
“Yes. But a grown one who actually dresses herself.”
“Is he with you?”
Her shoulders slumped. Something never changed. “No, I haven’t seen him since I left. And, before you ask, nor have I spoken to him.”
“Don’t be mad, Rica, I’m only looking out.”
“I know. But give me some credit, okay? I have a good head on my shoulders. Trust my judgment.”
“Like with Miles?”
Those words hurt. Deeply. And she swallowed, fighting back her tears. “Goodbye, Aidrian.”
Click. She hung up on him. Seconds later, her phone rang again. She hit ignore and put it in her bag.
“Everything okay?” Joao touched her shoulder.
Her smile was slightly strained. “My brother.” She waved a hand. “No big deal.”
Unfortunately, it was a big deal. Even though it had happened months ago, there were nights she woke up in a sweat, panicked. To add to it, she had begun doubting her own ability to trust the right people. She had accepted Miles looked after himself, she just never figured he would betray her like he had. She struggled to keep those memories in the past and just enjoy her time with friends.
The rest of her night passed in a blur of music, dancing, and all around fun. Climbing into the bus, which would take her to her plane, she closed her eyes and drifted off with the sounds of the locals chattering around her.
At the airport, she woke enough to get inside and to her gate. However, once the plane had taken off, she was once again under the sandman’s lure. She slept for most of the flight, feeling safe up in the sky. She ate during the layover and drifted back to sleep during the reminder of the long flight.
Well-rested, she disembarked from the plane onto the tarmac. The hot African sun a complete change from the snowy landscape she’d just departed. Tipping her head up, she let the heat sink into her bones.
“Affrica! Affrica!”
She snapped her head to the left and grinned at the woman running toward her. Her hair was in beautiful rows of microbraids. She wore a white sleeveless button down and a pair of khaki shorts. Hiking boots finished off the ensemble.
“Tori,” she called out with a huge smile. “It’s so good to see you.”
The women hugged.
“You’re looking great,” Tori said. “I heard about Australia. Are you okay?” 
She nodded, touched by the concern. “Fine, thanks. You’re looking good, too. What are you doing here?”
“A little buddy told me you were coming in. I just happened to have a run, which brought me here today. Thought I could drop you off wherever you’re headed.”
“I’d love that.”
Tori Vaser was a friend from the university. It had been about two years since they’d seen one another. Born of an African father and a white English mother, Tori was a beautiful combination of both parents. Her life was a privileged one, and yet, she had made her parents proud—and a bit stressed—by working so closely with those less fortunate. In fact, she had started a candy company in which all sale profits went to charities around the world, mostly ones in Africa and England, but also other places.
“What are you doing here?”
Tori’s hair flew around her as a large billow of warm wind swept around them. “I’m actually on a vacation. We are discussing opening another store, since everything has taken off so well.”
The women climbed in a Jeep and drove away. Affrica noticed many of the guards watching their departure.
“That sounds wonderful.”
“I hope so. It will at least provide more jobs in the area we open in.” 
She put her boots on the dash. “You’re an angel, Tori.”
Her laughter was swept away by the wind. “Tell me,” Tori hollered. “What’s new in the continued adventures of Affrica O’Shea? You know, men, sex, all the important things.”
Arms outstretched against the wind, Affrica sighed with pleasure. Life didn’t get much better than this. A fleeting image of a tousled, slumbering Reeve flashed, and she hesitated for a moment. Okay, perhaps two, before she began catching Tori up over the past few years. Leaving nothing out, not even Reeve Leighton.
* * * *
“What the fuck did you do, Reeve?” Scott’s baritone shattered the relative quiet of his condo. 
Looking up from the sandwich he currently assembled, Reeve frowned as his older brother came in, expression foreboding enough to send the devil himself into hiding.
“Hello to you, too. Why don’t you come on in? Can I get you anything?” he ensured the sarcasm wouldn’t be missed.
“Stuff it. What did you do?”
“I haven’t done anything, Scott. Why don’t we skip the crap of me guessing and you just tell me what you’re accusing me of. Goes much faster that way.” He slapped the top piece of bread on and sighed. “I answered about the dinner. I told Lex I’d be there.”
Whatever it was had his brother seriously pissed off.
“And because of that, Godric won’t.”
He shook his head. Godric wouldn’t attend because he was? “I—”
“Care to explain to me why I have to tell my daughter both her uncles won’t be attending her birthday?” He shifted his large body. “My daughter, Reeve. My baby girl.”
“Scott, I don’t know what to tell you. I haven’t spoken to Godric in,” he paused, brows converging with thought, “since the day after Mom and Dad’s anniversary. So…ohh…”
His brother placed his hands on the counter, and Reeve stared at the numerous scars he had on the backs of them.
“I’m waiting.”
Reeve drank some Coke and sighed. “We had a disagreement but I didn’t expect him to take it so damn personally.”
Scott stared unblinkingly at him. Reeve reallocated his weight. Even though he was well used to the “look” he received from his United States Navy SEAL brother, it never failed to get to him.
“Fine, you want to know it all. I accused him of sleeping with Affrica. And I wasn’t nice about it.”
“What goes on in that head of yours, Reeve?”
“She answered the door and said he was in the shower,” he replied defensively.
“You are such an ass. She’s not his type, and you really need to think before you speak.”
“Like I’m going to believe that. I’ve seen how he watches her.”
Scott opened his mouth, only to snap it shut. The anger was overtaken by a look of understanding. “She means that much to you?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Pretend you have it in you to be honest and truthful.”
He bristled. “What gives you the right to barge in here and act all holier than thou?”
The understanding vanished. “The fact my younger brother can’t get his head out of his ass. You act like Affrica means something so why are you being like this?” He held up his hands and shook his head. “You know what, I don’t want to know.”
Reeve hated the disappointment on his brother’s face. He also disliked feeling lower than shit.
“Just one more thing, Reeve. Not all women will cheat. And, of course, Godric isn’t interested in her. He’s gay. Don’t bother coming tonight, Reeve. I’ll make your excuses.”
On that note, Scott left. Reeve stood there in shock. Gay? Godric?
“You’re kidding, right, Scott?” Nothing. “Scott?”
No answer, and he realized his brother had left as silently as he’d entered. He sank to the stool and shook his head in bewilderment.
Godric? A gay man? Reeve rubbed his eyes. Surely, he would have known, right?
He stared at his thick ham sandwich, only to swear and shove it away. What a day. Two calls from past women he’d dated, news about Godric—which he still didn’t quite believe—and he’d been disinvited to his niece’s birthday celebration.
Reaching for his phone, he placed a call to his brother. It didn’t surprise him when he couldn’t reach him—cell, home, or at work. Godric and he had been in fights before.
“But nothing to where he refused to be in the same room with me.”
Scott was right. Godric had been right. Reeve had begun to lose himself. Sure, he talked about changing but had he really changed at all? Frustration with himself mounted as he ate his food. Once finished, he headed out for an engagement he could now attend.
Little over an hour later, he sat at a table with other friends. Whiskey beside him and mostly naked women wandered about.
“Didn’t think you were coming,” Thomas said.
Don’t bother coming tonight, Reeve. I’ll make your excuses. His brother’s words rang loud and clear.
He scowled. “That changed.” Tossing down two cards, he took the replacements and slid them in his hand.
Thomas gave him an odd look but quickly put his attention on the five cards in his own hand.
“Hiya, Reeve,” a svelte redhead said with a brush of her lips along his cheek.
“Stella,” he said, keeping his cards face down. “How are you?”
The vibrant woman wore a tight black skirt with a pale blue and silver halter top, normal wear for The Four Aces. “I’m fine. Where have you been hiding yourself? I had begun to worry.”
Affrica’s image flashed before him. That followed by the disappointed glances from his brothers had him shifting uncomfortably.
“Just a bit busy, darling. That’s all.”
Another brush of soft lips brought a whiff of cloying sweetness. Like she’d bathed in the overly pungent floral perfume. His eyes burned before she finally moved away giving him fresher air to breathe. Although full of smoke, it still bothered him less than her perfume.
Because it’s not the soft, light scent of one Affrica O’Shea, his brain taunted.
Shoving back the unwanted comment, he focused on the game. Talk and liquor flowed easily as time went on.
“So what happened with your brother, Scott?” Thomas questioned as he shuffled for the next hand.
“What makes you think anything did?”
“I’ve known you forever, Reeve. I know your annoyed-by-big-brother look.”
He glanced at his cards and folded when it got to him. “You know Scott. Nothing I ever do or say is right.”
Thomas nodded as did a few others. “What was it this time?”
“He’s pissed because…” he trailed off, not willing to share about Godric. A shrug. “Mad about something I said about the thing over in Australia a while back.”
“What happened?” Dave, another friend, asked.
This didn’t shock him for he’d not been aware either but he was even more disappointed with them. Sort of how Scott was with you.
“A big exposé about genocide.”
“Wasn’t where we vacation, was it?” Jason Trind asked. “That would be bad.”
Reeve bit back his moan of disgust and shook his head. Talk continued around vacation spots, and as he pushed his bet out, he was smacked by a realization. Sure, he’d had it before but it was different now. His Affrica had been involved in this, and these people were more concerned about vacation places.
The amount of self-centeredness hit him directly in the face. All those people had lost family, friends, even their own lives. There hadn’t been one shred of concern for them, only this worry about how it would affect their next trip.
He won the hand and gathered his things. There was just no desire to remain in their company any longer.
“Reeve?”
“I’m out, Thomas. Y’all have a good night.”
Stella caught him by the door. “Leaving me already?”
“I have somewhere to be.”
“Sure you don’t want to hang out?”
Oh yeah, he was sure. “I’m sure. You have a good night.” 
He removed her hand and walked away without a single look back. In the parking lot, he leaned against his car and withdrew his cell before placing a call.
“Hello?”
“Please don’t hang up on me.”
A feminine sigh. “Hello, Reeve Leighton.”
“Hello, sweetcheeks.”
“And what can I do for you?”
“Tell me you accept my apology.”
“I’ve nae heard one.”
He climbed in his car, thrilled to be hearing her voice again. Giving her the apology she so rightfully deserved, he headed home. In the background, he heard dogs barking and sheep bleating.
“Can I ask you a question, Reeve Leighton?”
“Sweetcheeks, you can ask me anything you want. Just tell me where you are.”
“Near Inverness, attending a sheepdog trial. Now, what was with your breakdown at your brother’s house?”
Sheepdog trial? Scotland? Would she ever cease to amaze him? He doubted it.
“Reeve?”
“I misunderstood the situation.”
“Interesting.” Her word was soft.
“What is?”
“That you would feel threatened by your gay brother.”
“Wait, you know about Godric?”
“Yes. I’d had a wonderful breakfast with him and his partner the day of the anniversary party.”
It was a good thing he was home for his head was spinning. Anger grew as well as the realization that she knew more about his brother than he did.
“Why would—” He snapped his mouth shut.
“It was good talking to you, Reeve, but I have to go. I’m working.” 
She hung up, and he felt more alone than ever. Early afternoon and he was without plans. He had very little in common with the guys he’d grown up with and even his brothers were moving on. Not necessarily with him either. His sister was finishing up her residency and had made a new life for herself. 
Inside his condo, he swiped a beer from the fridge and turned on the television. He wanted what his brother had. Well, brothers if Affrica was right about Godric being in a committed relationship. But he wanted his to be with her. 
This was his third blatant wakeup that he’d really become out of touch with everything. It was time to change or continue to be one of those who cared only for himself. He didn’t want to keep being that man.
 



Chapter Ten
 
Ireland 
“Congrats, Hondo. Affrica, good to see you again.” Lieutenant Commander Scott Leighton’s voice rumbled like decadent chocolate over her skin.
With a mumbled reply to him, she kissed her brother before stepping away from him and walking off. Her heart was happy. It was her brother’s wedding day.
“May I have this dance?” Scott halted her with a simple touch.
She pivoted back toward him and had to stop her sigh. He really was just amazing on the eyes. Today, he wore a tux, as did the rest of the Megalodon Team. His intense blue eyes stared unerringly at her.
He wants something.
“Aye. O’course.”
She stepped closer, and they began to dance after reaching the floor. He moved with astonishing grace. Well, perhaps not astonishing considering what he does for a living.

“Thank you for the call he was getting married.”
“I figured the women would have a say in it when you returned from wherever you went. And you would make your way here for his special day.”
“Are we okay, Affrica?”
Tilting her head, she scrunched her nose up in confusion. “Is there a reason we wouldn’t be?”
“I heard what Reeve did.”
Somehow, she doubted that—at the least he hadn’t heard it all.
“Whatever my relationship with your brother is just that, mine. You and I have our own.”
Scott’s cornflower blue eyes gentled. “You let me know if he oversteps at all.”
“Aye.”
She’d heard that exact directive from the other seven men of SEAL Team Seventeen. Each and everyone. While their concern touched her, she still wasn’t about to encourage more over protectiveness from the members of the Megalodon Team. She had plenty as it was now.
The dance ended, and Scott left her with a bow. Alongside the party’s edge, she watched her brother and his new wife, Xaria, mingle with the crowd. They seemed so happy. Her gaze swung to her parents who stood together, looking as in love with one another as Aidrian and Xaria did.
A shaft of pain pierced her, and she scowled. They all had someone special and she…well, didn’t.
“You okay, tanke jigla?” James “Maverick” Lonetree asked from beside her.
Little sister. He’d called her that from the first day he met her. Resting her head against him, she sighed.
“Not really.”
He draped an arm around her shoulders before leading her out into the night. They walked to a stone bench and sat side by side, the sounds of the wedding providing a backdrop. She could make out his features in the light from the building behind them.
“What’s going on?”
“Just feeling a bit alone, ‘tis all.”
He rested his head against hers. “He’s out there, Affrica. Of this I am sure.”
Her mind drifted to the States and Reeve before she could stop it. Why does he come to mind when I think of forever?
“You know your brother isn’t going to be happy.”
She pursed her lips in confusion. “With what?”
“Your infatuation with Harrier’s brother.”
“W…what are you talking about? Hae ya been drinking?”
His laughter wasn’t comforting. “You just said his name. On a soft, little sigh, too. What’s going on with you two?”
Shit. Shit. Shit! Figured the time his name would slip through was around a witness. And James at that.
“Let it go.”
More of that unsettling laugh. “When have any of us let it go?”
He had a point there. “Please, James. There’s nothing between us.” A fact she wasn’t too happy with.
“But there was.” It was a statement, not a question. With James, it was never just a question.
She licked her lips and leaned forward, resting her arms on the satiny material of her dress. “Aye, there was.” He exhaled sharply. She gazed sideways at the handsome Native American. “How bad is it going to be?”
“Bad.”
James didn’t lie to her and she appreciated it. Still, she didn’t hide her frustration. Her moan of dismay said it all.
“I won’t say anything but you know I also won’t lie to him, if he asks.”
“You’d think he’d let me alone. I’m grown.” Her comment fell in Gaelige.
“You’ll always be our baby sister.” James spoke the same language.
Our. Not his. Affrica slid her arm through his, giving it a light squeeze.
“I love you, James.”
“And I you, little sister.” He brushed his lips along her forehead. “Want to tell me what’s really bothering you?”
“No.”
He sighed. “Don’t make me find out on my own.”
“Let it go, James. I…I just have a lot on my mind.”
He grunted noncommittally, and she had to smile despite the frustration he could provide. It was done from love, she knew that. Didn’t stop the hopes on occasion.
“You know I’ll kill him if he hurts you.”
Another phrase she’d heard from the others, her brother included. And unlike many people who may make the statement in a way to show some force and gruffness, when someone like James Lonetree made the comment, there was no doubt in her mind he meant it.
“I know, but if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather you left him alone.” She stared out over the land, avoiding his intense gaze which she could easily feel.
“Can’t talk you out of it?” Such hopefulness in his tone made her smile.
“No, I really like him.” It was true, despite their last meeting.
Another heavy yet resigned sigh. “And you want me to keep Hondo from him.”
“It would be nice having to not visit my brother in prison for murder.”
“Only because I love you, Affrica. And only as long as he doesn’t make you cry.”
“Won’t happen.” Even Miles’ betrayal hadn’t made her cry.
“You have me wrapped around your finger,” he complained good-naturedly.
“Used to have all of you that way. I’m keeping you as long as I can before you go off and get married and forget me, too.”
He drew her in close. “We will never forget you, Affrica. And I’ll let you in on a little secret. They’re all still wrapped; you just have no idea.”
She allowed him to cuddle her for a few moments. It was nice to hear. She loved every one of those men her brother worked with, and when they were single, she’d been the woman. Once they all began to marry, she’d drawn back, having no wish to cause any issues between the men and their wives, even though she missed them.
“Hey, why you out here hogging our Affrica?” Dimitri “Merlin” Melonakos questioned.
She drew back from James and glanced up to find most of the Megalodon Team around them.
“What are you all doing out here?”
“You owe us dances.” Osten “Baby Boy” Scoleri spoke.
“Go on,” James encouraged her.
And so she did. That night, she spent sleeping in her childhood home. The following day was out, alone, in her mother’s garden when her phone rang.
She debated not answering it, wanting a bit of a break. Eventually, she did.
“Aye?”
“Hello, sweetcheeks.”
The sun chose that moment to slip from behind the clouds. Was it a sign?
“Reeve Leighton.” A smile spread across her face. “What are you doing?”
“Calling you. Is this a bad time? Are you busy?”
“Nae. I’m just sitting out in me ma’s garden.”
“Everything okay?”
“Aye. Late night last night.”
“Really? What’d you do?”
Although he asked, she didn’t believe he wished to know. Not truly.
“Danced the night away.”
“Alone?”
“No, I had at least eight guys to dance with.”
A brief pause before he spoke again. “How nice.”
She imagined him clenching his jaw as he spoke those two words. Deciding not to torture him anymore, she stretched out her legs. “It was but you already know how much I love the men in your brother’s SEAL Team.”
“You saw my brother?”
“Aye. They were here for my brother’s wedding.”
“How nice. Congrats.” Another hesitation. “What are you doing next?”
“I’m up for a short period of not doing much at all. I’m a bit travelled out and need to recharge. You?”
“I was going to ask you to take a trip with me.”
Her mother waved at her, and Affrica pushed up from the bench, heading for the house.
“Och, sorry. Maybe some other time.” She blinked and tilted her head to the side. “Or you could always come to Ireland.”
“Let’s go, Affrica,” her mom hollered in Gaelige.
“I have to run, Reeve. Thanks for the call. It was good to hear from you.”
“Wait. Where do you live, you know, if I decided to come there.”
She chuckled. “The Emerald Isle is not that large, Reeve Leighton. You want to find me, you can.” She ended the call and hastened her steps to where her parents waited.
* * * *
Ireland 
Reeve paused before the door of the bar with the old peeling sign over it reading, Paddie’s. No, not bar. Pub. It didn’t look like much to him but he could hear loud, raucous noise pouring from the establishment when two guys slipped in.
The sun had lowered in the sky, casting its warm golden glow all over the Emerald Isle. Focusing again on the door, he took a deep breath, ran his hands down his jeans, and made for the entrance. A final, deep breath and he drew the door open, stepping through. It was loud and packed. Waitresses moved through the throng with trays laden with drinks.
All the patrons faced a wall which held a large screen television. It seemed the moment the door banged behind him closed, everyone in there stood, raised their glasses and began to sing.
As they belted out the words to a song about Ireland, he scanned the crowd for Affrica. His heart caught when, for one verse, Affrica stood forward with another man and sang it aloud, followed by another rousing round of the chorus. It was a close knit group, that much was clear.
His breathing hitched as he watched her. He knew it was her. Never mind she was the only black woman in the room, but his body reacted in a particular way around Ms. Affrica O’Shea.
Not a fan of the man with his arm around her, though.
She turned to the left to speak to another, and Reeve groaned. Her hair was drawn up into some kind of clip, keeping it back from her face, only to have it tumble down over the dark green jersey she wore. 
With a laugh, she brushed her lips along the guy’s cheek and waved for another drink. When the brunette server handed it over, Affrica’s gaze lifted and locked with Reeve’s. She cocked her head to the side and quirked a brow as she drank from the glass. His heart thundered when the perplexed look slid from her face, only to be replaced by a grin. With the ease he was accustomed to seeing her move with, she headed for him.
“Reeve Leighton,” she said, her accent so thick he almost didn’t understand her.
She looked deliciously hot. Besides the jersey, she also wore a pair of natural painter pants and black boots.
“Who’s the man, Affrica?” the one she’d been standing with asked, after Reeve reached her.
“Moira!” she hollered. “Get ‘em a pint, please.” The woman waved an arm, and Affrica placed her attention on the man who’d asked about him. “He’s my…Reeve Leighton.”
He smiled over how that sounded. She claimed him, and he, for one, was okay with it. The woman, Moira, handed him a pint filled with dark liquid with a nice smooth head.
“Thank you, ma’am,” he said.
“Och, yer a charmer with that thick drawl and such manners.”
He blushed and glanced to where Affrica was beside him. Her brown eyes sparkled with happiness and humor. This…this was what he missed. Just simply being in her company.
“Hope you like rugby,” she said over a cheer from the crowd.
Did he? Not really. But, then, he’d never really watched it. Not that it mattered; he was with Affrica and would sit through it.
She never waited for a response, just grabbed his hand and dragged him off through the crowd back to her previous seat. He took the seat and was ready to ask her what about her, when she wedged between him and the counter. Christ, the feel of her ass against his crotch damn near had him panting.
He shifted on the seat, placed his drink on the bartop by hers then settled his hands along the tuck of her waist. She didn’t pull away nor did she look at him. She cheered along with everyone else at the game. Her voice loud and rowdy. The words may have been beyond his recognition but again, he didn’t care.
During the halftime break, he leaned in close when he grabbed his drink again. He brushed his lips along the shell of her ear as he slid his free hand around her midsection. She leaned back into him, resting her head against his shoulder.
“Not too bad for ya, is it?”
Another brush of his lips. “Not at all.”
He was enjoying himself. Affrica was a joy to watch. She really got into the game. 
She rotated her head, and when he did the same, she kissed him square. Her taste—tinged with the added hint of Guinness she’d been drinking—flooded him as her tongue surged into his mouth. His growl erupted as his fingers dug into her side, anchoring her to him. Fire raged within him. All he wanted to do was lay her down and…
The boisterous cheers around them finally sank in. They drew apart, slowly, eyes locked on one another. Hers swirled with heat and passion, full lips parted and a bit swollen. His cock so hard he knew she could feel it against her.
“Lass, this is not the place for that kind o’ behavior.” The man who had sang with her made the comment as he slapped Reeve on the back.
The twinkle returned to her eyes. “Sorry, Mick. Dinna mean to make ya jealous.”
“O’ course I’m jealous, lass. We all are. I want a kiss like that, too.”
A few more chimed in with cries of agreement. She sat up, and Reeve waited, unsure what would happen next. He frowned slightly when she got off his lap but managed to hold his tongue.
“Well, ya know me, Mick. I would except fer the wee fact I’m scared ta death o’ yer wife.”
More laughter erupted as Affrica patted Mick on the cheek and pressed a kiss there after. Reeve wanted to crow when she returned to his lap. She stayed there for most of the game’s remainder. On her feet, normally, but between his legs, so he was good with it.
At the end of the game, he still had no real clear understanding of the game but he had thoroughly enjoyed it. He walked out with a few of the locals after Affrica. Darkness was creeping in as he said farewell to the guys.
“I like you, Reeve. You’re welcome here anytime,” a large guy named Liam said with a clap on his back.
“Thanks, man.”
He waited for Affrica to finish her conversation. Leaning against the wall of the pub, he hooked his ankles and listened to her throaty voice as she chatted animatedly in Gaelige with her friends.
As he watched, he realized that he’d just had more fun with a group of virtual strangers than he’d had with the group of guys he’d grown up and hung out with. Tonight had been the most fun he’d had in a long time.
He shoved his hands in the front pockets of his jeans. Affrica waved to her friends then headed for his side. Her friends waved at him, and he withdrew a hand to return the gesture.
She slowed to a stop before him. With a deliberate perusal, she ingested him from head to toe. The half smile on her face sent what little blood he had not in his cock, racing there.
“Where are you staying?”
He drew her in to stand between his legs. “Hopefully with you.”
“No luggage?”
“Not with me, I have a room at the inn. O’Leary’s, I believe it was called.”
“Let’s go get your stuff.”
“Tomorrow,” he whispered before covering her mouth with his.
He nibbled along her lower lip before swiping it with his tongue. She opened beneath his gentle pressure, and he groaned in raw bliss as he was granted access.
Her arms snaked up around his neck, fingers entangling into his hair. She pressed closer, and he encircled her with his embrace. The restraint he believed he had slipped away, leaving him bare and near the line of recklessness.
“Let’s go,” she mumbled against his mouth.
When she stepped free, only to take his hand, he hesitated. Her hand felt small and delicate in his, and he was ambushed by a wave of wanting to care for Affrica. Permanently.
He fell into step with her and took in the quaint, small town as they progressed through the streets, illuminated by soft yellow lights.
“Affrica?”
“Aye?”
“I’m really sorry.”
“Look, Reeve. Life is just too short. You handled it wrong. Let it go.”
“Something I tend to do when it comes to you.” He tugged her closer and crossed behind her so his arm lay along her shoulders. She didn’t release his hand.
“You’re always so upbeat, Affrica. Does nothing get you down?”
“A few things do. But I would say, as a whole, I am a very upbeat person. I have a wonderful job which allows me to travel and experience amazing things.”
She stopped and he followed suit. “What?”
“I live here.”
He glanced up at the rundown building before him. Two stories, brick front. It appeared as though, at one point, someone tried to paint them but now they were all faded. Surely, she was joking.
She opened the door and waited for him. He wondered if he could get her to come with him. The inn wasn’t that far away and, while small, didn’t look like a condemned building.
There was a door to the left and a flight of stairs to the right and back. There were two mailboxes on the left before the other door. Apparently, she wasn’t kidding. She took the stairs after closing the door behind them. A yellow light illuminated the stairwell.
At least the stairs are solid in appearance. At the top resided another door, and this time, she unlocked it and swung it open. He heard switches flip and anticipated the following light. What he’d not predicted was her place. It was absolutely gorgeous.
“Not what you expected, was it?”
Hell, no. “Not so much, no.”
“Well, we like that it doesn’t advertise. But I’ve done a lot of stuff to it, also.”
He gazed around her place, amazed by the interior. There would have been no way he would have assumed her place looked like this. Not from the outside.
Wood floors, which gleamed in the light, a stainless steel kitchen with marbled rose countertops. Beautiful wood furniture covered with quilts and bright pillows. Then, there was the photography on the walls. Astounding.
She moved behind him and slid her arms around him, pressing close. The softness of her full breasts sent blood pulsing straight to his cock. 
He drew her around so they were chest to chest, enclosed his arms about her, and skimmed his hands up and down her back. Her arms wound up around his neck.
“Reeve,” she purred.
Her teeth nibbled along his chin, sharp nips followed by light licks of soothing touch. He groaned, closing his eyes and praying for strength. His cock throbbed with a desperate attempt to break free.
He’d wanted her since he stepped into that pub and spotted her. His need rode him hard, yet still, he hesitated. She didn’t.
Affrica stepped back and tugged up the bottom of his shirt. He got the hint and flung it off. Her rumble of pleasure accompanied her hands upon his skin, smoothing along it.
He tipped his head and opened his eyes to stare down at her. The look on her face was one of total euphoria. She lifted her head and he found himself drowning in her brown gaze.
“Affrica.”
Her answer was a coy smile, and her fingers drifted down to the button on his jeans. She maneuvered her hand into his jeans and curled her fingers around his shaft.
Shit!
Her gaze grew smoky, and he was immobile as her other hand tugged down his jeans to pool around his booted ankles. Then, his boxers fell as well.
She licked her lips as one hand fisted his cock. He locked his knees as she dropped to hers. The moment her warm breath caressed the head of his cock, he knew he was done for.
 



Chapter Eleven
 
Affrica stirred and yawned. A firm arm settled across her midsection, anchoring her to the warm naked body behind her. A smile lifted her lips as she replayed the events of last night. The numerous times Reeve took her. Or she took him.
She opened her eyes and glanced at that tanned arm. The morning sun streamed in through her windows. Idly, she stroked her fingers along his skin. This was nice, laying in bed with a man she lov…
Affrica stiffened. Where had that thought come from? Was she insane? Delirious? Perhaps, delusional.
“What are you thinking about so hard?”
Reeve’s deep rumble sent shivers throughout her body. Of course, the hardening erection didn’t hurt either.
“Nothing,” she lied. “Just random thoughts. Nothing important.”
“Mmm.” He nuzzled behind her ear. “Can we stay in bed all day?”
Rolling so they were face to face, she reached out and pushed some of his hair away from his face. “Sounds like fun, but no. What are you doing in Éire, Reeve?”
“Éire?”
“Aye. My island. Dinna get me wrong, I’m glad to see ya, but, I’m also surprised.”
He sobered. “Because of my asinine behavior.”
“Basically, aye.”
“I’m the middle child and a spoiled one, Affrica. I have come to the realization my life is pointless. I didn’t even know about what you had gone through over in Australia until Scott gave me a bare bones version.”
Tracing along his jaw line, she was amazed by the amount of distress in his voice. “Why would you have known, Reeve? Our lives are in two different worlds.”
He frowned.
“Look, you roam in the world of fast cars and things where money isn’t an option. More money than most would know what to do with. I spend mine traipsing through dirt, mud, snow just to get a picture. One pair of your shoes costs more than an entire outfit of mine.”
The look in his eyes cut her deep.
“I dinna mean to be harsh, Reeve Leighton. I just state the facts. Our lives are very different.”
His fingers trailed down her cheek. “I’m the only one of the four Leighton children who has no job. I don’t do anything.” He shrugged. “Not true, I spend money and use my family name to get what I want.”
She observed him in silence, unsure if he wanted her to say something. Anything. He removed his touch and pinched the bridge of his nose. She was mesmerized by his eyes and the thick lashes framing them. He truly was an incredibly handsome man.
“No comment?”
She gave a shrug. “I guess I’m nae understanding your problem here, Reeve. You have the power to fix your situation. Do something. Make your life meaningful.”
He flopped over on his back with a groan. “Like what?”
Such dramatics. She almost smiled. “What makes you happy?” He gave her a lascivious grin and wink. She rolled her eyes in response. “While I am sure you’d make a lot should ya take up escorting, would ya truly be happy?”
“Am I your escort?” He pinned his dark chocolate gaze on her when he asked that.
She propped up on one arm and watched him, determined to ignore the flare of heat in her body. “Be serious.”
“I am.” He ran his fingers over her arm and shoulder. “You have no idea just how truly serious I am.”
She wasn’t going to focus on that. “Would you be proud telling your niece and nephew what you did?” She placed her hand palm down upon his bare chest, right over the steady beat of his heart. “Would you be okay with them following in your footsteps?”
“God, no!”
There was hope, then. “So, that profession is out. What do you want to do?” She moved her fingers lightly over his skin, loving the texture beneath her fingertips.
“I don’t have a clue.”
She cocked a brow at him. “Nothing you’ve ever really wanted to do?”
“Help people?”
“Why are you asking me? I’m asking you what it is, not the other way around.”
He shook his head. “I don’t know, Affrica.” His lids drifted down, hiding his eyes from her. “I truly don’t know.”
“Maybe this is something ya should be thinking on. Go home, figure it out.”
That got him to open his eyes again. “Trying to get rid of me?”
“Nae. I like having you here, Reeve Leighton.” She pressed a kiss upon his clavicle. “A lot.” 
Another kiss was followed by another and another, until she reached his mouth. She loved his mouth, built perfectly for kissing. Something he did extremely well in her opinion.
Lying as she was, her hair draped around them partially blocking out the morning light. He didn’t move, merely continued to watch her. Dear Lord, she knew she was more than a little bit in love with him. Sure, it may not make sense but when had love ever done such a thing?
He was a completely different man beneath the cold, autocratic shell he donned daily to show the world. Like last night, at the pub. That was the Reeve she knew and enjoyed being with. He had a wicked sense of humor, and at times, she saw a sensitive side to him.
Like when he offered to be a shoulder for her to lean on after her ordeal over in Australia. She tensed and fought to shake the unpleasant feeling. Now was not the time for disturbing memories of Miles or what happened. Not when Reeve lay beneath her. So she returned her focus to him.
“Where’d you go?” His voice flowed over her, all dark and sensual.
“What do you mean?”
His hands cupped the sides of her face. “Just now. You were somewhere else.” Fingers threaded through the hair near them. “Where did you go?”
“Sidetracked for a moment.”
“Liar.”
“What do you mean?”
“You have a tell, Affrica O’Shea, and it’s a big one. You lose your accent when you’re trying not to show you’re upset.” He tugged her down closer, nose to nose, and mouth to mouth. “When you’re mad and don’t care who knows it, your accent gets thicker. Kind of like it does when you’re babbling as I’m thrusting my cock deep inside you.”
Her pussy clenched with longing as the erection he spoke of rubbed against her.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” she said, barely managing to get the words out.
“Answer me, and we’ll move on.”
She closed her eyes and exhaled. He wouldn’t let it go, she knew this now. “Bad thoughts about what happened in Australia.”
His expression sobered even more. “I am so sorry you went through that. I wish there was something I could do to take away those memories.” His thumbs stroked her cheeks as his fingertips lightly massaged the back of her neck.
“Let me stop thinking about it and give me something else to focus on.”
His grin sent her pulse into overdrive. “That I can do.”
He rolled them over so she lay beneath him on the bed. She widened her legs and moaned softly as his thickness pressed against her damp curls. He rocked slightly, and she responded with another moan. The feel of his shaft sliding against her slit made everything else fade from her mind. 
Reeve licked along her lips until she opened then he sank his tongue in. She welcomed him with a stroke, and soon, they danced with one another. Fire exploded from within her, warming her, heating her, and she shifted again, desperately seeking him inside her.
He refused her silent request. Instead, he continued to rub along her as their kisses continued. She curled her hands into his muscles, and she loved the sound of his sharp breath when her nails dug in.
“In…now…” The words were demanded around his thrusting tongue. 
“Slow,” he responded, ending the kiss. “I want you slow, Affrica. I want to lick every inch of your soft, succulent skin.” She shuddered. “Nip it, suck it until it bears my mark.”
“Reeve.” She was panting now. Belly aquiver. Nerves sparking and responsive to every breath she took, which rubbed his body hair on her skin. He didn’t have tons, but he wasn’t shaved down like a swimmer.
“Oh no, I’m not done yet. After I finish that, I’m going to settle myself between your thighs and eat your pussy. Stab my tongue in deep and lap your cream. Feel the muscles you have as they clench around my fingers while I use them to fuck you. And once you’ve come enough times that I’m content, then and only then, am I going to sink my cock inside you and start all over again. Until we’re both sweaty and too exhausted to do anything but collapse. Then, we sleep and start it all over again.”
Goodness, she was ready to come just from his words alone. Her nipples were tight and pebbled, her breasts felt heavy and she wanted his hands on them. His mouth. Anything.
“We can’t stay in bed all day.”
He brushed kisses all over her forehead. “Shh, I’m busy.”
“Reeve,” she protested. A short protest for he closed a hand over her breast, his fingers tugging on the turgid nipple, yanking a gasp from her throat as her back arched.
“Busy, sweetcheeks, I’m busy.”
He slithered down her body, between her spread legs, and she cried out to the room as his tongue pierced her core. Her fingers gripped his hair, holding him in place. 
Oh yeah, he was busy.
* * * *
Reeve lay on his side, head propped up on one arm and watched Affrica as she slept. Even here and now, he reacted to her on a physical level. She slumbered completely, and he was exhausted as well, yet he refrained from sleeping more. It was like he was worried she would slip away and he’d wake alone.
Her thick lashes curled against her cheeks. She lay on her back, the sheet barely covering her breasts. Full lips were parted as she breathed low and smoothly.
Using his index finger, he trailed lightly over her features. He knew he had it bad. He couldn’t get this woman out of his mind. She was imbedded so deep he didn’t believe he’d ever get her out of him. Not that he wanted her gone.
When he looked at Affrica, he saw what Scott had obtained for himself. Children. Diapers and playpens. Vehicles with carseats in them.
His stomach clenched with a feeling he didn’t truly understand, but one he didn’t want to lose. However, right there, he knew as he was now, he wouldn’t be able to keep her.
He closed his eyes and found hers upon him when he opened them. They were sleepy and content. Reeve gave a small smile and trailed his fingers down her cheek.
“Yer watching me sleep?”
One fingertip touched the tip of her nose. “I like watching you.”
“Mmm. Come on, I have things to do. If you are staying here, you need to get your things from the hotel.”
“You’re okay with me staying?”
She stretched, and the sheet slid down a bit, exposing her nipples. He bit back a moan.
“Aye.” Turning her head, she sighed. “Need to go.” She slid from the bed and walked, completely nude, without shame, toward the bathroom.
He tracked her every movement with a hungry gaze. His cock, hard and rigid, throbbed with desire. The shower started, and he flopped back on the bed with a groan.
“Are ya joining me?”
He opened his eyes and moaned. She stood by the bed, still naked, with a hand out. He took it without hesitation and allowed her to help him to his feet. Their bodies brushed along one another, and he grinned at her sharp intake of breath.
“Yes, ma’am.”
He swept her up and carried her to the bathroom where they got a lot more dirty before getting clean.
By eight that evening, Reeve was exhausted. He’d spent the day shadowing Affrica. There had been no clue to him how hard she truly worked.
For supper, she’d taken him to her parents’ house, which was where they currently were. Truth be told, he’d been nervous and a bit scared to meet them. Now, he knew there had been no reason for him to worry. She’d introduced him, and when she mentioned Harrier was his brother—while they’d been kind before—it had been even more so.
“Can I get you anything?”
He glanced up at the sound of Affrica’s lyrical voice and smiled. “No.”
She sat beside him, a mug of tea in her hands. “When do you return to the States?”
“You sure you’re not trying to get rid of me? That’s the second time today you’ve asked.”
“Had you answered, I wouldna hae to again.”
“Four days left.”
She was silent before resting her head against his shoulder. A feeling he liked.
“I have something for Jayde, could you take it for her so I dinna need to mail it?”
“Of course.”
“Thank you.” She brushed a kiss along his jaw. “Come on, time for dessert.” 
He tugged her back close and captured her lips. “You sure about doing that here?”
“I’ll make sure to ask me da.”
She jumped and headed for the house. He hurried after her, not needing to tell them anything. Her soft laughter had him smiling as well.
That smile remained as he disembarked back at the airport in Virginia. He stowed the item for Jayde in the passenger seat and his bag in the trunk then headed home to defunk.
Later that evening, he headed for the Kincade residence. It may not be the smartest thing, going without calling first, but he didn’t have their number. He pulled in the drive behind the large blue pickup, parked, and headed to the door with the item.
With a deep breath, he pressed the doorbell on the modest brick home. Just when he was about to push it again, the door opened, and he found himself face to face with Tyson Kincade.
Cold hazel eyes assessed him. “Yes?”
Shit he was nervous. Hefting the tube, he said, “This is a gift for Jay…your wife. From Affrica.” He licked his lips and waited.
“Come on in.”
Reeve followed hesitantly. The man scared him, plain and simple. He breathed so much easier when he saw Jayde in the kitchen. She looked at him with a kind expression.
“Hello, Reeve. What brings you by?”
He had great admiration for her, having heard what her family was like as well.
“Affrica sent this for you, Ja—Mrs. Kincade.”
Her smile was brilliant. “Jayde, please.”
He risked a glance to Tyson. The SEAL leaned back against a counter, arms crossed and an unidentifiable expression on his face. Until he looked at his wife. His entire countenance softened, even if possessiveness entered.
“Right.” He walked to her and handed over the tube.
“Thank you. How is she?” Wonder why she assumes it hadn’t been shipped? Jayde smiled at him. “She called me. That’s how I know.”
He avoided looking at Tyson. “She was fine when I saw her.” I better keep my expression blank and don’t give away anything to the man glaring at me.
“Why were you there?”
Tyson posed this question. Reeve couldn’t avoid looking at him forever. Could he? Sucking it up, he met those extremely assessing hazel eyes. Crap, had he really found Hondo or Maverick more intimidating? He wasn’t so sure anymore.
“I had some things to do. I ran into her at a pub, and we hung out.”
“What things?”
“Excuse me?”
He blinked, expression unchanging. “You said things. What things did you have to do that took you to Ireland?”
“Tyson,” Jayde admonished.
Tyson didn’t appear the least bit apologetic at his wife’s tone. In fact, those eyes never wavered from Reeve’s face. Yep, feeling more than a bit uncomfortable.
“Well?”
The single word sat drenched in a tone that bespoke assumed compliance. Reeve opened his mouth to respond, only to pause when Jayde touched his arm.
“You don’t have to say a word. It is none”—she glared at her husband—“of our business. Ignore his demands. You tell him it’s not his business. These men tend to forget they aren’t overseeing everyone’s life.”
Like that would happen.
Tyson snorted and walked out of the room. Jayde’s smile slid away.
“One more thing, Reeve.”
“Yes?”
“Us wives are probably worse than the husbands when it comes to protecting our own. We have our own ways as well as our spouses to use. We consider Affrica one of our own.”
Tyson returned, and Jayde lifted her face for a kiss. Reeve was uncertain but he believed Mrs. Jayde Kincade, rumored to be one of the quietest wives, just threatened him. It was more than a bit unsettling.
“I should get going. I wanted to make sure you got what she sent.”
The smile returned as if it never left. “Thank you.”
They escorted him to the door, and he left with a small wave. Back in his car, he exhaled loudly. That had been more nerve wracking than he cared to admit.
Leaving the driveway, he made his way to a bar and claimed a seat at one end before ordering a drink. Cell in hand, he debated calling Affrica and letting her know the thing had been delivered. He jumped at the hand which clapped his shoulder.
“The hell, man? Haven’t seen you in a while.”
Reeve blew out a breath. “Hey, Thomas.”
The man sat, rested his arms on the smooth and shiny bar top. He rolled his beer bottle in one hand. “What’s up with you, man? It’s beginning to feel as though you don’t want to hang with us anymore.”
I don’t. He shrugged noncommittally.
“What gives?”
“Just tired of it all, Thomas.” He topped off his vodka and replaced the bottle on the bar.
“Seriously, man?”
“Yes. Look at you. We’re in our thirties. Why are you still talking like a prep school boy? We’ve done nothing except spend money we’ve done nothing to earn other than being born to it.”
Thomas spun on the chair and faced him. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”
He blinked before taking a larger gulp. “Dead.”
“What’s gotten into you? Did your brother say something to you? Or someone else? Maybe you need to find Marisol.”
“Oh hell no. I will never seek out that lying, viperous bitch.”
“What happened? When we saw her last, she said y’all were back on.”
He almost choked at the absurdity. “I’ve not been with her for years.”
Thomas scratched her chin. “You really need to fill me in because to hear her tell it, you’re picking out rings and getting ready to live together.”
That time, he did choke. Eyes watering, he floundered for a napkin. When he stopped and could see again, Thomas watched him with a partially amused, part concerned expression on his face.
“Yes, definitely need to fill me in.” He waved for another glass, poured his own vodka and said, “Let me hear it.”
 



Chapter Twelve
 
“What the fuck was he doing here?” The question fell loud and in Gaelige.
Affrica never even looked up from her computer. “Hello, Aidrian. I didn’t know you were visiting.”
“Damn it, Affrica. Can you talk to me?”
“I think the bigger question is can you talk to me? You seem deadset on yelling.” She flipped through more images. “Where’s Xaria?”
“Resting at the hotel.” His voice immediately gentled.
“Good. I do hope to see her before I leave.”
“Changing the subject will not make me disappear.”
Didn’t she know already? She was the baby sister and had tried it numerous times growing up. Apparently, he disliked her silence for he spun her away from the screen to face him.
Blinking innocently, she gave him a wide, welcoming grin. “Oh, Aidrian, you are here. See, I thought I heard it in my head since no one knocked on my door.”
“Brat.” His reply came with deep affection.
She kissed his cheek and spun back. Only to have him whirl her around once more.
“We’re in the middle of a discussion.”
“No,” she corrected, peeling his hands off the arm rests. “You are lecturing. I am choosing to shut you out.”
“Why?”
He repeated his question twice more before she gave in, well aware he wouldn’t let her be until he got the answers he sought.
“This really isn’t any of your business,” she continued, speaking Gaelige.
“You are very wrong about that. Now. Answer. My. Question.”
Exasperated, she threw up her hands. “He came all this way for a fuck, Aidrian. Paid all that money to fly here, track me down because he didn’t know where I lived just to fuck me.” She nodded. “That’s right. Know why? Because I am just that goddamn good.” She crossed her arms and smugly arched a brow at her sole sibling.
He held her gaze for a short time. “I didn’t care to know that.”
“What did you think, Hondo? He’d really fly all this way for sex when he could have almost any woman he wants?”
“Then, why was he here?”
“I didn’t pry. I found him at Paddie’s.” Okay, more like he found me but he doesn’t need to know all the small details. “I gave him a place to stay.” Aidrian’s gaze narrowed. “The same as I’d do for any of you who come over.” Well, not exactly the same. There were some things I did with Reeve I’d never done with any of the Megalodon Team. She almost smiled at the memory.
“You keep away from him.”
Her temper pricked, she stood and got right in his face. “Hold on now. He may not be a SEAL but Reeve is a good man. I will not let you dictate to me who I can hang out with. Ever. And furthermore, if I want to sleep with him again, that’s between us. Not you.”
The moment she said it, she wished she could take it back. The face she’d occasionally described as unemotional at times hardened and darkened with fury. Dragging her tongue over her lower lip, she refused to release his angry stare.
“You leave him alone, Aidrian DeWayne. You leave him alone.”
“You don’t know—“
“No! You don’t know him.”
“I know enough,” he stated, his tone offering no room for argument.
“Bullshit.” She fought for a deep breath, only to fail. “This is my life, Aidrian, mine.” Her words vibrated with anger. “Let me live it without your interference. You are my brother, not father.”
“He’s no good for you. Not going to be good enough for you. Ever.” 
She pursed her lips. “Will anyone?”
His gaze narrowed. “What?”
She took a deep breath. “I asked you will any man ever be good enough for me?”
“Not if you go with guys like Reeve or Miles.”
Crack!
Affrica never thought, just reacted to his statement. Her palm stung, and in his gaze, she read his astonishment of her action.
“Get out.” She was furious. “Get out of my place.”
“Affrica.”
She didn’t want to hear it. “Aidrian, this isn’t up for agreement or any debate. Get. Out.”
He walked to the door, where he paused to glance over his shoulder at her. She turned her back on him. The click seemed so loud.
She made her way straight to her liquor cabinet where she then poured herself a stiff two fingers. With a quick flick of her wrist, she emptied her glass and placed it on the counter as her eyes watered.
Staring at her reflection in the picture hanging over the smooth wood, she wiped angrily at the tears that streaked from her eyes. Does he really think so little of me? And Reeve? To compare him to Miles…
“Damn you, Aidrian.”
She left the empty tumbler and returned to her chair where she got back to work. A few hours later, her phone rang, and without taking her eyes from the screen, she answered.
“Hello?”
“Affrica.”
Hondo. She hung up without a word.
As expected, the phone rang immediately. She leaned back in her chair and debated. Answer it or no?
“Hello?”
“Damn it, Affrica, dinna—“
“Something wrong?”
“No.”
“Then, we have nothing to say to one another.” She ended the call.
He called twice more, and she ignored him. Eventually, work drew her attention completely back in, and when her phone rang again later, it startled her.
“Hello?”
“Am I going to get to see you or did your brother fuck it up?”
Affrica leaned back in her chair and rubbed her eyes. “I always have time for you. Want to grab a coffee?”
“Yes. And I’ll leave him at the hotel.”
“Wonderful. The Guards work?”
“I’m on my way out the door now.”
“Right behind you.” She hung up, powered down her computer and tied on her boots.
She slid on her navy windbreaker, made sure to have her IDs and wallet then jogged down the steps to the street. The wind had picked up and she shoved her hands in her pockets as she struck out.
The walk took her fifteen minutes. She pulled open the door and stepped inside the shop.
“Affrica.”
At the sound of her name, she looked to the left. She smiled as her gaze landed on her sister-in-law.
“Xaria,” she said affectionately.
“You’re looking great.” The women shared a hug.
“So are you. How are you doing?”
“Wonderful. I ordered you a coffee. Let’s catch up.”
Affrica sat across from the golden-blonde haired woman. “How long are ya here for?”
“We have dinner with your parents tonight.” She cocked her head to the right. “Will you be there?”
“Nae. It’s best I stay away from him right now.”
“Want to talk about what he did?”
She shook her head. “Thanks, anyway.”
“I’m your friend as well, you know.”
“I ken. I’ve nae wish to talk about it, though.”
Bless her, Xaria let it go. She added sugar to her coffee and stirred it. “How’s work?”
“Keeping me hoppin’, for sure.”
“I heard you went to a sheepdog trial. What was that like?”
Her honest enthusiasm was contagious, and as Affrica prepared her own coffee, she filled her in. The women chatted for two hours, and when she glanced up to see Aidrian stride in, she wiped her mouth and gathered her things.
“It was so good”—she rose then hugged and kissed Xaria—“to see you. Have a great trip.”
Xaria’s smile was sad. “Thanks for the visit.”
“Affrica.” Her brother’s deep voice gave her pause.
She didn’t acknowledge him, just tossed her garbage in the receptacle and went to the door.
“Dinna walk away from me.”
Of course he can’t leave me be.
“You dinna give me orders, Aidrian. I’m nae a wee one in diapers.”
He turned her toward him, and she scowled up at him, glancing pointedly to where he restrained her.
“Affrica.”
She spoke their native language. “I have absolutely nothing to say to you, Aidrian. At all. Leave me be.”
Removing his hand, she strode off without a look back. Her insides were at war. She hated fighting with her brother. Yet, she wasn’t about to let him berate her for the man she picked to be with.
Are you sure? No, she wasn’t. His cutting words about Miles had been a low blow.
* * * *
Reeve hesitated before knocking on the condo door before him. Suck it up. So he did. 
A few moments passed before the door opened. “Reeve.”
He tried for a smile. “Godric. Got a minute?”
“Depends.” His youngest brother had a scowl on his face as he stood there in a nice pair of khakis and a button down shirt.
“On what?”
“If you are here to speak shit, just turn around.”
“I’m here to apologize.”
Godric crossed his arms and stepped back. Taking it as an invite in, Reeve crossed the threshold and entered. Behind him, the door clicked shut, and he didn’t move until Godric passed him and went farther into his place.
His brother leaned against his counter and faced him, one eyebrow raised. “Speak.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Fine. Show yourself out.” Godric walked around to the kitchen and began chopping up the vegetables sitting there.
“Really?”
Godric pinned him with an angry glare. “I don’t have time for your shit, Reeve. You said you wanted to apologize. You did. Nothing else needs to be said.”
“Nothing?”
“Not as far as I’m concerned, no.”
“Why didn’t you tell me you were gay?”
“Why would I have?” The knife moved with alarming speed on the cutting board. “You and your little group of friends aren’t exactly the nicest when it comes to those who are different.”
That hurt. It may be true, but it still hurt.
“I’m your brother.”
“And yet you assumed, the moment you saw Affrica in my place, that I was fucking her even though I know how much you care for her, despite your attempts to deny it to not only yourself but everyone else. In all our years, Reeve, you’ve been selfish, getting more so as we got older. Selfish and self-absorbed. I knew I was gay back in middle school but all I heard were the jokes you and your friends told about them. There was no incentive for me to tell you, brother or not.”
Shit. Had he truly been that much of an ass? You know you were; why are you trying to pretend otherwise? He didn’t argue with his brain’s commentary, for there was no reason to. 
“I’m sorry, Godric. Sorry I wasn’t a better brother to you and the others.”
“Sure.” He scraped the peppers in a bowl and reached for the mushrooms.
Sure. What did that mean? He was forgiven? It was over?
He dampened his lips. “So, tell me about your…partner. What’s he like?”
One brown brow rose. “Like? As in is he human or an alien? What are you asking?”
“What does he do?”
“Riley is in construction. He’s a welder.”
He tried to imagine his brother with a man who welded for a living. What was he to say? Really? “And, how long have you been together?”
“As long as Scott and Lex.”
His phone rang before he could respond. “Hello?”
“I need to see you.”
Reeve frowned and gave a slight head shake. “Who is this?”
Godric stopped what he was doing and looked at him, concern in his expression.
“Marisol.”
“I have nothing to say to you. Lose my number.” He ended the call.
“Problems?”
He shoved his phone back in his pocket. “I hope not. It was Marisol.”
“I thought you weren’t seeing her anymore.”
“Haven’t seen her since she followed me to the train station.” He waved off his brother’s questioning look. “I told her then we were over. Just now, she said she needed to see me.”
“And?”
He shrugged. “And nothing. I have no reason to talk to her.”
“You think that’s going to work with her? You saw what she was like with Scott and then the whole, ‘I’m carrying your baby’ thing she pulled with you.”
“She can claim that all she wants. I’ve not slept with her since then. So, if she’s carrying my baby, it is some kind of medical miracle.”
“Or she saved your sperm and impregnated herself.”
Like it did in the cartoon when bad things were suddenly realized and their world shrank or zoomed in on them, his narrowed and there existed a large, impending sense of doom.
“Reeve, Reeve. Christ, man. Breathe.”
He blinked a few times and refocused on his brother. “What did you say?”
“It was a joke, man. Although from your expression, it’s not being taken that way.” He walked to the fridge and withdrew a beer. “You look like you could use one.”
That was putting it mildly. He popped the top and tipped back the cold brew. What am I going to do if that’s what she is planning or has done already? Damn, it hurt to breathe. He wasn’t in any place in his life to take care of another being. Much less a baby. He was in the process of learning to be better himself.
What would Affrica think? 
“Reeve.”
He blinked and looked at his brother. “What?”
“I said you are welcome to stay for dinner if you’d like to meet Riley.”
“I’d like that, thank you.”
Godric smiled. “He’s been wanting to meet you as well.”
They had a good dinner, and when he left his brother’s, he felt better about their relationship than he had in many years. At his place, he watched some television and crawled into bed while dreaming of his fiery Irish lass.
Reeve stumbled from his bed at the pounding on his door. He rubbed his eyes and checked the blue digital readout from his clock. Two-twenty-seven in the morning.
“I’m coming, geez.”
He cracked his neck as he went to the door and opened it. Thomas stood there, reeking of alcohol and panting like he’d run a marathon.
“What are you doing here?” He waved a hand in front of his face, trying to get the stench away from him. “And at this time of the night.”
“I need a place to hole up, man. The cops are after me.”
“For what?”
“Nothing. It was all a misunderstanding.” His eyes were wide and not focusing. “Let me in.”
Reeve braced his weight against the door. “No way. If it’s just a misunderstanding, then explain it to the cops, and I’m sure it will all be fine.”
“She wants my money.”
“Who does?”
“This woman who says I attacked her.”
His blood ran cold. “You attacked a woman?”
“No. She wanted it. Then, she changed her mind after it was done. Now, they want to take me in.”
“Man up, Thomas. I’m not helping you with this.”
“I thought you were my friend.”
“We both have sisters. How would you feel if your sister came to you and said what this other woman is claiming?”
“But it’s a lie.”
“So your lawyer can get you free. It’s not like you can’t afford one.” He shook his head. “You need to leave. I’m not going to be part of this. Turn yourself in; running only makes you look more guilty.”
“They’ll put me in with those other scum.” He swore. “I should have gone elsewhere. I should have known you wouldn’t help us.”
Reeve lifted his brows. “Us?”
“Myself, Jason, and Dave.”
“All of you are in trouble? You’re right, I won’t.”
“I told them you would. They said you wouldn’t. I reminded them we were buds.”
Reeve closed his eyes and said, “I am not getting in this. I told you the other day, this isn’t college anymore. You’re grown men. Act like it. You can come in and sit while you wait for the cops but you’re not staying here in hiding.”
“Fuck you, man. I thought you were our friend.”
“I thought I was, too. But a friend wouldn’t ask another to do this. Not coming to them drunk saying you’re running from the cops for assault against a woman. The three of you, man, and you said woman. That’s three on one. Do you ever think what that would be like for your sister? Or mine? Time for you to grow up. I’m calling the cops. If you are innocent, your lawyer will get you off. If not, you don’t deserve to be out on the street.”
“Fuck you,” Thomas slurred. “You do this, and we’re done. You can officially consider us no longer friends.”
“Goodbye, Thomas.” He shut the door and did as he’d said, called the cops. Had he done the right thing? Perhaps not. Then again, if they were running from assaulting a woman… Hell yes, he had.
He sank down to his sofa and stared at the screen on his phone. Then, he dialed a number he now knew by heart. He smiled when a soft Irish lilt answered on the other end.
“Hello, sweetcheeks.”
“Reeve,” Affrica said. “Isna it late there?”
“Late. Early. Depends on how you look at it.”
“And how are ya looking at it?”
“I’m not. I just needed to hear your voice.”
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
Affrica stifled her yawn, readjusted her backpack and trekked the remaining distance to the baggage claim. She found a seat and claimed it. Her foot resting against her packed duffel, she took a drink of her bottled water.
Man, I need a bed and a drink a lot stronger than this.
She allowed her lids to drop almost fully but continued to keep alert as people came and went.
“Slacker.”
She looked up to see Tori with a huge smile on her face. She jumped up, nearly tipping over her water.
“You made it!”
“Me? I was thinking the same thing about you.”
They hugged. “Customs,” Affrica said.
“Me, too. Thanks for coming.”
“Please, I needed a vacation. Hanging out with ya in New York was a viable one. How are ya parents?”
Tori tucked some braids behind her ear and sat. Affrica sat beside her. “Sorry they haven’t seen you in a while. Would love for you to come visit.”
“I’ll see what I can do. It’s on me. I mean, I go over to England so much I should be able to find some time to visit.”
They caught up while waiting for the bags to arrive. Then, the women climbed in a taxi and continued chatting during transport to their hotel. After they checked in and had gone to their own suites to get some rest, Affrica was wakened by her phone.
She fumbled for the device, all the while cursing herself for not turning it off. “Hello?”
“Did I wake you, sweetcheeks?”
Okay, so maybe it’s not so bad having my rest disturbed here.
“Uh huh.”
“Long night?”
She sniffed. “More like a long flight.” She yawned and sat up before padding to the window which overlooked the busy streets below.
“Flight? Where are you?”
“In your Big Apple.”
“What are you doing in New York?”
“On vacation with a friend who’s here for business.”
“Really? What’s he do?”
She smiled and touched the glass. “So sure I’m here with a man?”
“Nope, hoping you’ll tell me he’s a she.”
“Well, he is. A she, that is.”
“Glad to hear it.”
“I’m sure she is as well. Be kind of a shock for her to find out, after all these years, she’s not who she has been.”
Reeve’s chuckle had her smiling. “Somethin’ ya needed which prompted this call, Reeve Leighton?”
“I need you near me, sweetcheeks. I’ve not seen you in a while.”
“Not since Ireland.”
“I know. My hand is getting old.”
She laughed. “So this is about ya just wanting me fer sex?”
“No, don’t even think that.”
“I’m good with that. Least I know where I stand with you then.”
“Were you with me, there wouldn’t be much standing, unless it was against a wall so I could fuck you there. Maybe with you bent over the couch.”
Heat flooded her, and she bit her lower lip as a moan escaped. “I’d love ta be bent over a couch or pressed into a wall with you there, Reeve. But right now, I dinna need to be all hot and bothered.”
“Why not?”
“Because I don’t want my fingers. I want you. Yer thick cock filling me full. Making mah screams fill the room. Having ya pull mah hair as ya pound me past losin’ the ability to scream anymore.”
“Affrica.” His voice, graveled and raspy, stroked her. Her nipples peaked, and she wanted to rub them against something.
“Hmm?”
“Where are you staying? I’ll come there.”
“Nae. I’m nae here for that, Reeve. I have plans.”
“And they don’t include me?”
“This time? Nae, they dinna.”
“This is why you didn’t tell me you were coming to the States.”
“Aye.”
“But if I showed up, would you push me away?”
“Ne’er. Just so long ya realize I’m here for mah friend. Not ta have sex with ya.”
“Where are you, sweetcheeks?”
Affrica gave him her information and hung up the call. She rested her head against the cool glass and sighed heavily. Am I foolish? Why would I even think I can be more to him than a bed warmer?
Shaking off her onslaught of doubt, she went to take a hot shower. They ate in the hotel’s restaurant that night then went back to crash. The next morning, as they were walking across the lobby to head out, a man caught her eye, and she paused. She pivoted and tried to locate him again but to no avail.
“Everything okay?” Tori asked.
“Thought I saw someone.”
“It is a big city. You probably did,” she teased.
“Witch.”
“Affrica.” That timbre, that voice, and the man who it belonged to made her smile.
“Reeve.” She turned back to find him striding across the floor to where they stood.
Damn. Man is just too good looking.
“Damn,” Tori echoed her thought. 
He stopped before Affrica and cupping her cheek, swiped his thumb along her lower lip. “Hello, sweetcheeks.”
She plastered her hands against his hard chest and the white button down which covered it. “Hello, Reeve Leighton.”
The kiss was tender, mind-blowing, and over way to soon. He focused on the woman beside her.
“I’m Reeve.”
“Tori Vaser. You’re the one who’s got her all weak-kneed?”
“I hope it’s me,” he replied with a grin. “Can I take you to ladies to breakfast?”
Affrica’s refusal was cut off by Tori’s agreement. “Definitely. I want to hear all the nitty gritty details of the two of you.” She gazed at Affrica. “I know he’s got to be good in bed.”
Reeve laughed and tucked Affrica closer to his side. “I think you and I are going to get along just fine, Tori.”
That’s what I’m afraid of. I think I’m in for an evening of stories I wouldn’t have shared with him any other time.
That evening, after Tori had gone into her suite, Affrica closed the door behind her, leaned against it, and stared at the man sprawled on her bed.
His bare chest encouraged touching. Hers. Lots of it.
“What are you smiling about, sweetcheeks?” He beckoned her closer.
She listened and began tugging her shirt free from her pants. “Thinking about how tactile I’ve become since meetin’ ya.”
He reached for her, drawing her down when she placed her hand in his.
“Is that bad?”
“Nae. I like being tactile with ya.” To prove her point, she spread the fingers from one hand over his warm skin, allowing them to indulge in his definitions.
He captured her hand and moved it to his mouth. “I like it, too.” His words dragged his lips along her palm, sending shivers of want throughout her entire body.
Affrica straddled him, allowing her lower body to grind over his groin. His chocolate brown gaze heated as he positioned his hands on her hips. She removed her shirt and leaned forward to join their mouths.
“I’ve missed you, Affrica.”
“I’ve missed you as well, Reeve.”
He cupped the nape of her neck and teased her skin. “I say we make up for some lost time.”
“Aye.” She couldn’t agree more.
* * * *
Reeve watched Affrica as she and Tori acted like kids out in Central Park. They were having a great time and he didn’t mind watching them. Granted, it was more, way more, that he watched Affrica than Tori. What can I say? I want to stare at my woman. Part of her hair had been gathered in a handcrafted pewter stick hair accessory. The Celtic knot on the design was beautiful; she’d just smiled and told him who’d made it for her. She had canvas shoes on her feet and a pair of jeans, which she wore a little loose. Her long sleeve had a shamrock on it and the words: Kiss me, I’m Irish. He’d personally taken the message to heart and had listened.
He sat up a bit more when someone called out Affrica’s name. His confusion turned to amazement as a tiny pink wearing pixie strode up. The women hugged, and he headed toward them as Affrica introduced Tori to Landi, Dimitri’s wife.
“Reeve?” Landi asked when he made it to Affrica’s side. Her gaze flitted between Affrica and himself. “Oh boy. How unhappy is he?” 
“I’ve nae talked to him in a few weeks.” Affrica shrugged but he could hear the hurt in her voice.
Landi, bless her, just rolled her eyes. “Aidrian will get over it. I think the two of you make a cute couple.” Her smile stayed in place even as she looked at him. “But I’ll be leading the women when we come after you if you hurt her, Reeve.”
Shit, she never even missed a beat when she said that. And the smile stayed in place. “No plans to. Jayde already warned me.”
Landi nodded. “She’s bloodthirsty; you wouldn’t think so but she is. Probably the worst of us all. Doesn’t help you never see it coming from her. I mean, she’s so quiet, you wouldn’t expect it. If she did as you say, Reeve, trust me. It wasn’t a warning. It was a promise.”
Like that didn’t shrink my balls. “Noted.”
“Wonderful, now, are you ladies ready?”
“Yes.” Tori spoke while Affrica gave a nonverbal agreement.
“Where are you going?”
“I’m taking Tori to a meeting with a man for her work. Affrica is coming along because someone else there wants to talk to her about her pictures. You can come along if you want but it may be boring for you.” Landi scrolled through her phone.
“I’m in.”
The four of them walked to a waiting car. The women got in the back, and he took the passenger seat. He took in the sights of New York as he listened to their chatter and laughter. Three women, three accents. New York for Landi, British for Tori, and of course, his lovely Affrica and her Irish one. He loved it. 
At their stop, he got out and watched the women depart. With a nod for the driver, he trailed them inside and up to the tenth floor. Models were everywhere in various stages of dress as they talked and moved. He looked around as he followed the trio he’d arrived with. Some of the women stopped and smiled at him. He returned them but kept on.
In the back, in an office, he watched as Landi got each woman to the person they needed to go to before she focused back on him. She strode up to him and stared at him, her gaze sharp and assessing. 
“What’s your game with Affrica?”
He paused. “Excuse me? My game?”
“Is this something so you can get at her brother, or yours? Because if it is, let me—“
“Hold up now. I’m with Affrica because I want to be. Not because of who her brother is or how it may affect my relationship with my own.” Christ, two inches over five feet and she’s like a pit bull. “It has nothing to do with any of the team. Just me and her.”
“And you think you’re good enough for her?”
“Nope. Not yet, but I’m not the person I was when I first met her either. I’m changing, becoming a better person.”
She led him to a coffee bar, and following her lead, he fixed himself a cup. Then, they went to another office. Hers. She settled behind the desk and leaned back, watching him. He figured he was there for a bit and sat.
On the wall behind her was a full image of the suit she’d designed with her husband in mind. He’d heard the story of how she’d done that, and Dimitri had shown up at her show wearing that suit. They’d married that very night.
“I’m not going to tell you you should leave her alone; like I said, I think the two of you make a cute couple. Just don’t hurt her.”
“I’ve been warned.”
She nodded. A brilliant smile lifted her lips, and he wondered if he’d passed some kind of test. “So, since we have this time together and I’m horribly nosy, tell me more about you, Reeve. What do you do and all that jazz?”
He flexed his fingers along the cup. Great, so much for keeping her on my side. What am I supposed to say? I don’t have a job, I live off and spend money I didn’t do a damn thing to earn and act like a brat. I buy expensive things and live in a condo. I used to go through women like people change clothes. Yeah, that will keep her on my side about dating Affrica.
Nothing like feeling ashamed for how you’ve lived your life in the past. He took a drink of coffee and began talking. She didn’t appear to like him any less when the time came for them to leave. The four of them rode down in the elevator to the ground floor.
He had his arm around Affrica as they stepped from the car and had just brushed his lips along her temple when she stiffened. 
“No.”
The word was drenched in fear and disbelief. Reeve’s protective instincts raced forward as he tried to figure out what she saw. The gunshot took him by surprise. The guard went down, and people screamed.
“Affrica!”
A man stepped from the left, his weapon trained on them. The woman at his side vibrated but Reeve wasn’t sure it wasn’t with anger.
“Miles.”
Now, he was sure it was anger. Derision dripped from his name. Reeve knew the name; this was the man who’d sold her out in Australia. He stepped forward, shielding her with his body.
Miles tsked and waved the pistol. “Get away from her.”
“No way.”
“Affrica, tell your wannabe protector I will shoot him if he doesn’t get away from you and you come to me.”
She put her hand at the small of his back. “Dinna push him, Reeve. He’s nae all there.” Her voice, which had been at a whisper, grew louder. “Why are ya doing this, Miles?”
“You belong to me. I was promised you in Australia, and you vanished. Years, I’ve wanted you, but you thought you were too good for me.” He shook his head. “Come here. We’re leaving.”
She took a step but Reeve stopped her. “You’re not going with him.”
Affrica looked at him with her large brown eyes. “Aye, I am. I’ll nae hae anyone’s death on my hands. I go. You get that man help, and you know who to call.”
“Affrica!”
Reeve let her go with the most reluctance he’d ever felt in his entire life. A low growl erupted when the man clamped a hand around Affrica’s arm. 
“Affrica,” Reeve called.
“Aye?”
“I’ll be seeing you soon.”
“Shut up!” Miles yelled. He pointed the gun at Reeve. “I see anyone stick their head out the door, and I blow it and her away. Got it?” He sniffed. “In fact, I think you need another injury to keep you here.” The man fired, and Tori jerked and screamed. Reeve caught her before she hit the ground and lowered her gently as blood poured from the wound on her side. Reeve couldn’t keep his eyes off the woman he loved. Affrica struggled, crying out for her friend, but Miles dragged her back to his side and toward the door.
Landi crouched beside Reeve and put her hand over the injury as he stared at the man he wanted to kill more than take his next breath. If this was how those men of the Megalodon Team felt, he understood why each of them were so protective of their wives. As well as why they’d not wanted him around Affrica at first—he hadn’t been worthy. 
Affrica’s stricken expression was the last thing of her he saw as Miles vanished from view.
I’m going to make you pay, bastard. I will find you and get her back. You? You will die for what you’ve done here today. Anger coursed through his blood, and he longed to cause injury.
Tori cried again, a mix of sobbing and asking what had happened to Affrica. He tore his attention from the door, knowing Affrica wasn’t about to walk back through it, and looked to the woman bleeding on the floor.
“Tori,” he said. “Hang in there.” He whipped out his cell phone and called the cops. It did his heart some good to see Landi on the phone as well—he knew who she was calling.
A few hours later, after the cops and the ambulance had gone, he and Landi stood over the bed where Tori lay recuperating. He’d gone through her phone where he’d found her parents’ number to call them and let them know what had happened with their daughter.
The hospital room door burst open and through it stepped Dimitri, Hondo, and Maverick. Each man had a scowl on his face, although Dimitri’s softened as he gathered Landi close.
“What happened?” Hondo demanded in a tone which sent chills up Reeve’s spine.
“Miles showed up. Shot a guard and then shot Tori to keep us from following.”
“And you let her go?” His black eyes snapped dangerously.
“She went to save people from getting hurt.” He stepped closer to Affrica’s brother.
“How’d that work out?”
“Look, I get it. You don’t like me. Fine. I don’t give a fuck. I know I’m not one of your illustrious teammates. This isn’t about me; it’s about your sister who seemed to think you’d be able to get her back.”
“You let her go with him. Why didn’t you go after them?”
“Because I can’t control her like you can your woman and sister. Oh wait, you can’t either. You may as well face it, Aidrian O’Shea. I love your sister, and once she’s back safely, she’s going to know it. I want to marry her. So you can like it or not, I don’t care, but that’s how it’s going to be. I didn’t rush him because he’d already shot one and she, your sister, went to him to save more from being injured. No, it didn’t work out but it was better than him opening on all of those in the lobby.”
Maverick said something to Hondo in Irish, and Hondo’s scowl grew deeper. Then, Maverick switched to English. “Let it go, brother. He’s man enough to stand up to you with more of us with you. You know your sister. We need to get her back. He’s passed the test. He manned up and showed he not only cares for your sister, a great deal I would wager, but that he also has a backbone.”
“He did,” Dimitri added.
“I concur.”
Reeve glanced to the door and watched his brother stride through. “Scott?”
His brother’s blue eyes were hard even as he gave him a nod. “Let’s go get her back.”
Landi kissed Dimitri and settled beside Tori. The five men left the hospital room. 
“What’s the plan? You can’t launch your own attack in the city of New York.”
“We can’t?” Dimitri pressed the elevator button.
Maybe I should have said they shouldn’t, because they most definitely can do it. Reeve glanced at each of the men. Their expressions gave nothing away as they all piled into the elevator and rode down in silence. He trailed them to an SUV in the parking lot. Scott got behind the wheel and drove them to a hotel where, still silent, they all went in to the second-story room.
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
“Get moving!”
Affrica did her best not to stumble at the shove Miles delivered to her back. He’d given her some sort of shot in the car, and she’d just woken a bit ago, disoriented and unsure of how long she’d been out. Her arms were secured behind her back so she couldn’t check her watch.
Okay, so agreeing may not have been the smartest thing I’ve done but I couldn’t let him shoot and possibly kill more people. Images of Tori getting shot filled her mind and she blinked back tears. She was fine. She had to be. Reeve would keep her safe.
What about you, genius? ’She'd been wondering that since she woke up. What about her? She didn’t know. All she knew was if Miles was going to go through this, he didn’t want to kill her. He said I was promised to him. That tells me he wants me alive. So I have a bit more time. A bit. Hopefully, it would be enough for her brother to get to her.
Miles shoved her three more times until she fell. Hands back as they were, she was unable to stop herself and hit with a grunt. Rolling to her side, she stared up at the man there. He held a pistol as if he longed to use it.
“What happened to ya, Miles?” she asked.
“You,” he seethed. “You happened.”
Okay, she’d not been expecting that response. “Me? Yar sayin’ this be mah own fault?”
“Yes.” He gestured with the gun. “Get up.”
“If ya wanted me on mah feet, you shouldna hae pushed me.” She got to her knees and lurched up.
“I don’t need you perfectly unharmed. Bleeding will work as well,” he snapped. Miles pressed the barrel of the gun into her arm. “Get moving.”
He’d snapped. She knew that for sure. There was no sanity left in his gaze. At all. She wasn’t sure there ever had been, but now, she knew for certain there wasn’t any. She stumbled along in the direction he indicated.
Okay then. Perhaps he would shoot me. They made their way down a narrow hall, one light shining at the end. The air was musty and tickled her nose. More tears arrived as she began sneezing.
He sent her into the room with a not-so-gentle nudge. Again, the floor welcomed her with open arms as she fell. This time, she remained there, on her side, and didn’t move.
Miles crouched over her and sliced through the restraints on her wrists. “Stay here, I’ll be back soon.”
He left, and the door closed behind him. She heard two locks engage and sighed heavily.
Affrica took her time in getting up, rubbing her wrists. One recessed light offered illumination so she took in her new digs. Spartan. A thin mattress along one wall. No windows and nothing to sit on.
“Hurry, Reeve.”
She rubbed her arms, trying to ward off the chill which settled around her. I can do this. I’m in a building; there will be a way to get out. This isn’t me humping it across the Outback with men trying to kill me.
In the far right corner, she noticed a blinking red light. Great, the fuck has a camera on me.
She went to sit on the mattress, and while it wasn’t much of a stretch, she did her best to look scared. Resting her head on her drawn up knees, she stared at the door. Think about all your brother taught you. Him and the others. She chewed on the inside of her cheek and did another slow take of the room.
When the door opened, she realized she’d not moved for a good chunk of time for her limbs protested when she got to her feet. Miles still held his gun and beckoned to her.
“Come on.”
She walked toward him and noticed how he backed up to keep her at the other end of his gun. “Why are you doing this, Miles?”
He gestured for her to go down the hall. Not a word was spoken as he took her to a room that had a long table spread with food on it. 
“Eat.”
She was hungry and didn’t argue. Scooping some of the food on her plate with the silverware, she sat at a chair and picked up the spoon, only to place it back and grab the fork. At least it’s not plastic. Of course what good was a butter knife when the other person had a pistol? 
Miles got himself some food and sat across from her. She ate, well aware of his brown gaze burning into her.
“Are ya gonna answer mah question?”
“You should have stayed with me out there. You shouldn’t have left me. It would have gone much better.”
She swallowed the potatoes au gratin and put the fork down. “Ya handed me a file with pictures of genocide. Ya know how I feel about things like that, Miles. Why would ya think I’d go along to cover it up?”
His expression gave her pause. She shook her head in shame. “Wait, they got to ya o’er there.” He ground his jaw. “For what, Miles? Money?”
“Money and you. It didn’t matter; they were going to stop the story. Why shouldn’t I get part of the pot? These people are savages, and no one cares about their loss.”
She shook her head. “That’s nae true, Miles Horne. They had families and loved ones. And the story dinna get stopped. It went out there and brought the awareness needed.”
“So naïve, Affrica. You think just because you did that exposé makes you safe and popular?”
“I dinna give a damn about accolades, Miles. That was yer thing, ne’er mine. I took photos. I take photos, and I’ll ne’er let money turn my head from injustices in the world.”
“Such a martyr. Yes, I did. Is that what you wanted me to say? I did it. I took money, and I didn’t report on the truth.” He shoved his plate away. “So what? I’m richer, and I have you. So I got what I wanted from the deal. I don’t care if the story did get out.”
“Ya dinna have me, Miles. Ya ne’er did.”
“Ever since I first saw you, Affrica. I wanted you. I wanted to date you, fuck you. I would have treated you like a queen. But you continually shunned me. Blew me off. I didn’t like that. So when the opportunity arrived, I took it. Sue me. I’m may be a bastard but I’m an opportunistic bastard.”
She toyed with her fork then wiped her mouth. Drinking some water, she sat in silence as the room began to get a bit fuzzy. Damn, he’d drugged her again.
Affrica woke in that same room, lying on the mattress. The light from overhead cast shadows down in the corner by the door. As she lay there, she stared at the heavy door. Two locks on the outside, how was she going to manage this?
She shoved her hands in her pockets and fought against the cold which seeped into her bones. The change at her fingertips had her staring at the door one more time. Affrica wanted to shout with joy as it hit her. 
The way out! She didn’t immediately get up for her limbs were still shaky. But she plotted, and the moment she began to feel stronger, she rolled to her feet and walked to below the camera. Content Miles couldn’t see her even if he currently sat before whatever monitor the thing fed to, she undid her hair and held the wooden stick in her hand. 
Toeing off one shoe, she crouched by the bottom hinge and put the flat of the stick against the bottom. Using taps, she moved it up until it just rested in there, it hadn’t come all the way out yet. She moved up to the top hinge and repeated the procedure. Once her shoe was back on, she removed the pins completely.
Using one, she began to wedge the hinge apart then just pulled once she could get a good proper hold on it. Slipping through, she paused before running up the hallway toward the door. Yanking it open, she didn’t even slow at the thunder which cracked overhead, just bolted.
* * * *
Reeve tapped his foot as his impatience increased. They hadn’t found her yet. Two days and no sight or anything from Affrica. Or Miles. He slanted his gaze to the left and stared at the men who were accompanying him.
All of them had their game faces on. They were on the outskirts of a smaller town in upper New York. The men had weapons on and comms. He sat in the backseat of the black SUV and wished he could get out. 
The door opened, and Scott stuck his head in there. “You, stay here.”
He narrowed his gaze. “What? No. I’m not staying behind. If she’s in there, I’m going.”
“Nope.”
His brother’s voice was so final. Reeve leaned forward. “Why? Why am I staying in here?”
“I need to know you’re safe in here.”
“This isn’t about me; it’s about Affrica.”
The other door opened, and Hondo peered in. “We doing this or what?”
“Be right there,” Scott said. “Just telling him to stay put.”
Reeve bit back a growl. “I’m not staying put.”
Hondo pinned him with a glare. “Yes, you are. We don’t need to be worried that you could get captured as well. You stay here. You’ll hear us, and if anything comes in behind us, you let us know. Don’t leave this vehicle.”
“You’re not giving me orders.”
“Yeah, I am. You wanting to be out there puts my sister in more danger because you’re going on emotion. I won’t let that happen.”
“And you don’t have emotion?”
“I have done this a long time. Let us do what we do. Don’t leave.” Hondo backed out and slammed the door.
Scott met his gaze. “We’ll find her, Reeve, but let us put all our attention on getting her out of there safe and not worrying if you’re okay or not.”
“Scott?”
His brother had been in the process of leaving but he appeared fully once more. “Yeah?”
“Find her.”
“We will.” A sharp nod, and he was gone as well.
Reeve watched as the four men spread out and worked with precise unity. They didn’t walk; they flowed. He’d never seen anything like it. Definitely not in movies. 
The dead autumn leaves swirled around, and he blinked and frowned. They were gone. All of them. There one minute, gone the next. He stared from where they had been to the door. The moment his hand curved around the lever, his brother’s voice reached him.
“Don’t even think about it, Reeve. Stay put.”
He scowled and lifted the binoculars they’d left for him. Staring at the old farmhouse, he sighed. How can they be so sure she’s in there? They couldn’t. He knew that but they seemed confident by the intel they’d gotten. Reeve had to trust them and take into account their experiences and let them decide things.
He lowered the black matte item and gazed out the window his shoulder rested against. Movement. He frowned, rubbed his eyes and looked again.
A large explosion rocked the area, and he jumped, as did the person who’d been hiding in the tree line. In his ear, he could hear the men remaining in constant communication as they closed in upon the area.
“I see her.” Reeve said as he pushed open the door. “I see Affrica.”
“Location?”
“Running along the tree line to my south. I’m going after her.” 
He jumped out and slammed the door. Without even one final gaze up to the house, he took off after her. “Affrica!” he called as he ran.
She slowed and turned. He knew the moment she recognized him for she ran out toward him. Unfortunately, she wasn’t the only one there. Another emerged from the trees, and Reeve ran faster as he saw Miles.
“He’s here! He’s here!” he relayed the information to the others. “Miles is after her. I see him.”
Muttered curses fell into his ear, and while he didn’t understand all of them, the gist of them he got. Most definitely. When the first shots rang out, he wasn’t ready for them. Sure, logically he knew he should have been—Miles had a gun—but he hadn’t been.
He reached Affrica and tackled her to the ground, keeping her below him and hopefully out of harm. Her body was ice cold, and she shivered, but damn it all, she was alive.
“You scared me, sweetcheeks.”
“What are ya doin’ here, Reeve?”
“The big boys allowed me to tag along.” He lifted his head to discover Miles was running toward them, even faster now. There wasn’t anywhere for them to go. They were in the middle of the field. “I need you to keep running.”
She held him. “We stick together.”
“No. You get to safety. I’ll distract him.”
“I willna leave ya, Reeve.”
Tearing his gaze from the approaching Miles, he stared down at her. “Yes, you will. This isn’t up for debate, Affrica O’Shea. You will run.”
“He may shoot ya.”
“Better me than you.” He kissed her hard and fast, pouring everything he felt—all the things he didn’t have time to say to her—into it. “Ready?” He allowed her to slide out from under him.
“Nae.”
“Good. I love you, Affrica. I just wanted you to know.”
“You dinna get to say such words to me now, Reeve. You say them proper when there be no danger.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He took one more look at her. “Go!”
They jumped up simultaneously, and he ran directly for Miles, who seemed startled by his action. The man hesitated before lifting his pistol and firing. Reeve swore as the shot hit him in the upper thigh, and he stumbled. As he went down, he saw Miles fly backward as if something jerked him. It took Reeve a moment to realize it was courtesy of the bullets which thudded into the other man.
He peered over his shoulder to see the four SEALs running toward him. Hondo stopped at his sister’s side, and they hugged. Then, she whirled around and headed straight back for Reeve.
Scott reached him first. “I thought I told you to stay in the vehicle.”
He winced as his brother poked at the wound. “I never was good at following your orders, Scott.”
“Reeve!” Affrica skidded to the ground beside him. “He shot ya! Are ya all right?” She kissed him repeatedly.
“It’s a flesh wound, Affrica. Stop embarrassing the man.”
Reeve looked up to see Hondo standing there, staring down at the two of them. The man gave him a nod, one Maverick echoed. He returned it to both of the males.
“I’m fine, Affrica,” he assured her. “I’ll be just fine.”
“Out of the way, Affrica. We should get him to a hospital.” Her brother spoke in his usual commanding way.
Maverick and Hondo each took a side and helped Reeve up. Affrica went with Scott and Dimitri, leaving the very dead body of Miles Horne behind them. Reeve glanced back and forth between the two helping him.
“Does this mean I get to call you brother?”
Both men grumbled but didn’t say anything. He chuckled despite the pain in his body. Once in the SUV, Affrica held his hand as Dimitri wrapped his wound. Scott called the cops, and Hondo glared. Maverick seemed to have some humor in his expression.
“Ya were saying something out there ta me, Reeve. Did ya mean it?”
Taking his attention from the four men around them, he focused on the woman. Smoothing some of her hair from her dirty cheek, he nodded.
“Every single word of it. I love you, Affrica. I want to marry you. Make your brother an uncle. Bring another into the family. Know that you’re mine and let the world know that I’m yours. I was a cold man before you exposed me to the truth of what I wanted. You. Everything about you. I know I’m not the best—“
Her kiss silenced him. “I love ya, too, Reeve Leighton. Nothing else need be said right now.” She pressed her mouth to his again.
“Come on now, enough,” Hondo complained.
He opened his eyes to see Affrica waving off her sibling. Scott winked at him and slapped Hondo on the back. “Welcome to the family.”
Reeve allowed his lids to lower again, shutting them out. There would be time enough later to deal with them. Right now, he had all he needed. Affrica.
 
 



Epilogue
 
Affrica tucked some wayward strands back behind her ear and readjusted her pull-on beanie cap. Flexing her fingers, she blinked as the wind picked up and sent more of the piercing cold into her face.
“Are you sure this is what you wanted to do for your honeymoon?”
With a grin she met her husband’s gaze. Husband. She’d actually married Reeve Leighton.
“Aye. Are ya not havin’ fun?”
“Oh, I’m having a blast. I just thought you might want to sit on a beach on some island somewhere, not come hiking up in the snow-covered Himalayas.”
She shrugged. “Ya should know me better than that by now.”
He nodded. “I should.”
Reeve made it to her side and slipped an arm around her waist. “Thank you,” he said in her ear.
“For?”
“Marrying me.”
“It wasna a hardship, Reeve. Stop lettin’ mah brother tease ya about it.”
“Ready to go back?”
She stood there, overlooking one of the most stunning of views, the man she loved more than anything at her side. My world is perfect. “Aye. I have to get some food anyway.”
“Didn’t you just eat?”
“It be your seed growing in mah belly, Reeve. It’s telling me how hungry I am. Do ya ken?”
His laughter warmed her. “Aye, lass. I ken. Come on then. Let me get you back to the hotel and feed you.”
“See ya do.”
They made their way back, and as he held the door for her, she paused and placed her hand along his cheek. “Tá grá agam duit.”
He kissed her lips lightly. “I love you, too, Affrica. Always.”
Her contented smile never left her face as they made their way to their room and on to dinner. She hoped it never would. What had started out as a rocky beginning for them had turned into something wonderful and perfect. 
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