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      Morgan Cole pinned her hair on top of her head in a messy bun as she headed for the kitchen. One fiery curl slid free and waved in her face like a cape in front of an agitated bull. She shoved it back. After the day she’d had, she would trample anyone who tried to stand between her and a quiet evening with her husband. But first she had Christmas Eve dinner to clean up and toys to assemble for their two children. Then…she hoped they could have some time to themselves. To reconnect.

      “The kids down?” Jack asked, clearing the table.

      He eyed her with an expression she couldn’t quite read. That sexy Cajun could still be the sexiest enigma she’d ever met. But mischief danced in his dark stare. Morgan swore she saw a hint of impatience, too.

      Jack Cole was up to something.

      She smiled fondly. “Lacey is fussy, so we’ll see. But Brice exhausted himself trying to keep up with the Murphy boys. I don’t know what he did with Delaney and Tyler’s sons this afternoon, but he was asleep the second his head hit the pillow.”

      “Those two rug rats are hell on wheels. I almost feel sorry for the shit Tyler will go through when they’re teenagers.”

      Morgan scoffed as she began rinsing the dishes in the sink and slotting them in the dishwasher. “No, you don’t. You’re watching because you know the wait will be worth the entertainment value.”

      He laughed. “True enough, cher. The teenage pranks they’ll pull will be epic.”

      She couldn’t disagree. “But have you considered the larger implications? What will Seth and Chase teach Brice as he grows up?”

      Jack’s smile faltered as if that hadn’t occurred to him. “Nothing good. Merde.”

      Morgan laughed. “The person I really feel sorry for is Delaney. Since she gave birth to a third boy this fall, she’s drowning in testosterone. Even that chocolate lab they got a few months back is male.”

      “She’s definitely outnumbered.” Jack grinned.

      Morgan and her husband finished tidying in companionable silence until the kitchen was nearly spotless again. Everything felt so…normal. But eagerness tugged against the anxiety simmering under her surface while she watched Jack clean the table with a disinfecting wipe, his muscles bunching under a gray Henley with every swipe. Damn, he looked good.

      He trashed the disposable cloth before sidling behind her and locking his arms around her waist. This time, like every time Jack Cole touched her, Morgan’s body lit up.

      How did the man still do that to her after more than five years of marriage, two beautiful kids, and endless memories of breathtaking sex?

      “What are you wearing under my sweatshirt?” He fitted a hand under the overlarge garment and felt his way up her not-quite-flat belly.

      What did he think when he touched her?

      Trying to get her body back in shape after Lacey’s birth five months ago had been more difficult than after Brice’s the year before. At first, Jack didn’t notice or care. The doctor had given them clearance to resume sex at roughly ten a.m. six weeks after Lacey’s birth. At two minutes after ten, he’d been buried deep inside her in the parking lot outside the hospital, kissing her frantically and murmuring how fucking much he’d missed her. She’d welcomed him urgently, desperately because she’d missed him just as much.

      Since then, it seemed as if their life had careened out of control. Jack’s job was stressful on a good day—and there hadn’t been too many of those recently. Business was beyond brisk, and one of their operatives had walked off the job a few weeks back. Jack had been forced to take his place on a mission. She’d bitten her nails and lost sleep for six days straight, waiting to hear that he’d survived the op on Iraqi soil.

      Her life hadn’t been less hectic. Switching from in front of the camera to behind it for the upcoming season of her cable show Turn Me On had been both challenging and rewarding. Between work and life in general, she felt as if all the cells had been sucked from her brain. She and Jack hadn’t found much time to lose themselves in each other the way they used to. She’d be lying if she said she didn’t miss their spontaneity and their long afternoons of punishment, sensual torture, and toe-curling passion.

      Did Jack feel the same or was he content with the new status quo?

      In all fairness, he was still adjusting to parenting. They both were. It had certainly had an interesting impact on their Dom/sub marriage. Instead of putting each other first, she and Jack had quickly and mutually put their kids’ needs ahead of everything. But after Lacey’s birth, it seemed as if their relationship had fallen way down the list.

      Morgan had hoped she could find some time alone with him this week since the show’s production was on hiatus. But last-minute gift-buying, wrapping, and holiday meal prep had ruined her plans. Jack’s extended family had dropped in with presents for the kids just yesterday and stayed for a long visit. She and Jack had simply been busy everywhere except the bedroom.

      Deep down, Morgan knew her husband loved and desired her…but was it possible Jack didn’t mind their crazy lives because he secretly lamented the new pooch in her tummy and the extra curve of her hips she’d been unable to banish after two children? She hated scrutinizing herself critically like an insecure twit. Maybe it was post-pregnancy hormones but the pressure to be the perfect mom serving the perfect Christmas dinner in her perfectly clean house before she morphed into the perfectly sexy wife for her amazing husband nagged at her.

      “I’m not wearing anything slinky.” And she felt vaguely guilty for that, too. “Just a maternity bra.”

      She’d been trying to finish a sexy surprise to entice him with on Christmas morning, after the kids went down for their naps. At this rate, she’d be up all night putting the last touches on it. But if he made love to her again like he used to, it would be so worth it.

      “I love your maternity bras. Nothing like easy-open cups so I can kiss your nipples whenever I want. Like now.” He sounded excited by that prospect, rocking his stiff cock into her backside.

      Morgan moaned as his fingers drifted over her breasts. She closed her eyes and melted into him.

      Then suddenly, he dropped his chin on the top of her head with a sigh. “Except we still have toys to assemble for Brice and Lacey, don’t we?”

      “Yes.” She closed her eyes.

      “Where are they?”

      Sex aborted. Again.

      She sighed. “Hall closet, top shelf.”

      Jack turned her to face him with a frown, his dark eyes full of concern. He cupped her cheek, stroking his thumb across her skin. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m worried about the show, about making Christmas perfect for the kids, about you and us—”

      “Shh.” He layered a soft kiss over her lips. “The transition to the new show hostess is going great. The kids will love Christmas—not that either of them will be old enough to remember it. As long as I have you, I’m the happiest man alive. You and I are going to be just fine, Mrs. Cole.”

      Morgan saw his logic, but she didn’t want to be fine. She wanted the magic they’d shared in the past. Apart from the weeks she’d been recovering from childbirth, when had she and Jack ever gone more than a day or two without sex?

      Never, and she missed him like hell.

      Mustering up a smile, she nodded his way. “Yeah. Fine.”

      His eyes narrowed as he gave her a dissecting stare. “Cher, talk to me.”

      She did her best to shuttle her worries. They didn’t have time for her moping now. “I’m all right. Let’s play Santa’s elves so we can get some sleep. Hopefully the kids won’t wake us up at oh-dark-thirty.”

      Morgan turned away before Jack could comment and paired her phone to the Bluetooth speaker in the family room. She turned on some classic Christmas music. The latest holiday tunes were all well and good, but nothing beat Bing Crosby or Burl Ives in her book. She tolerated one or two of Jack’s Zydeco holiday songs, despite the fact they burned her ears.

      Johnny Mathis resounded through the cozy house, proclaiming that it was the most wonderful time of the year. If that was true, why wasn’t she in the spirit?

      When she turned around again, Jack had started the gas fireplace and doffed his Henley. He wore a ribbed white tank and an expression of single-minded concentration as he sandwiched a massive rectangular box between his big hands.

      Her tongue nearly rolled out of her mouth. Her husband still made her hot, made her blush, made her ache.

      “Some assembly required.” He snorted. “Why do I have a feeling that’s an understatement?”

      Despite everything on her mind, Morgan laughed. Her sexy Cajun could be infamously impatient. His military mentality was both take-charge and get-it-done. That didn’t always allow for silly things like reading directions.

      “Let’s think positive.” She approached with a box cutter and sliced through the tape holding the cardboard closed.

      Jack turned the box upside down and poured out all the pieces of Brice’s new tricycle. It looked like a mountain of washers, stickers, plastic parts, and other shiny objects she couldn’t name.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” he groaned.

      “We’ll do it together.”

      “I love my son. You know how much I do.”

      Yes, Jack would dive into an inferno or throw himself into a pack of hungry wolves to save their little dark-eyed imp. “I hear a but.”

      “I’ll stay up all night if I have to. But why don’t these toy companies understand that parents are damn tired by Christmas Eve and want some sleep?”

      “Because they know we’re going to buy the toys anyway to see our kids smile the next morning when they think Santa has come.”

      “True.” He scrubbed a hand through his dark hair. “Bastards.”

      Morgan remembered all the times she’d gripped those thick, inky strands in the heat of their shared passion. The feel of his slick skin sliding against hers as he sank deep inside her body.

      She shoved down a needy shudder.

      “I know the assembly will be worth seeing the joy on our boy’s face, but right now I want to punch someone in”—he flipped through the instruction booklet and read where the product had been made—“China.” Jack retrieved the tools he’d stashed earlier on the top shelf of their bookcase. “Somewhere up there, my grandfather is laughing at me.”

      That made Morgan smile. “And urging you to give me lingerie for Christmas.”

      “Yeah. He was shameless in his quest for great-grandchildren.”

      Sadness passed over Jack’s face, and she gathered her husband against her, offering her love and comfort. “I’m glad he got to meet baby Brice before he passed away.”

      Just barely, but they both took comfort in their one picture of the old man cradling his newborn namesake.

      Jack eased back, brows slashed down, mouth flat and taut. More often than not, when he talked about his beloved grandfather, he got choked up. “I can’t believe this will be our second Christmas without him.”

      Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. “He’s here with you in spirit, babe. He always will be.”

      With a nod, Jack brushed a kiss over her lips. “I just loved that old bastard.”

      “I did, too,” she managed to squeak out.

      “You’re right. No crying, cher. It’s Christmas, and he’d be mad as hell if we wasted the holiday on grief.” He averted his face and studied the scattered tricycle parts. “Take the instructions and tell me where we’re starting.

      Countless holiday tunes and a sledgehammer later, Jack peered at the mostly assembled tricycle, steadying the front wheel between his feet as she held the handlebars in the slot. “Seriously? Just…pound it.”

      “That’s what it says,” she swore. “I’ll hold the axel so it doesn’t move. Give that cap a good whack. Then we’re supposedly done.”

      “I would have liked to take a hammer to all of this two hours ago.”

      “You’re sounding like a grumbly old man,” she teased.

      “I’m feeling like one. And you should watch your mouth, cher. I’m not too tired to spank you.”

      Her whole body flushed hot. “I’d like that, Sir.”

      He raised a brow at her. “Then don’t expect to sit comfortably through the kids opening their presents tomorrow.”

      Before she could reply, he raised the rubberized mallet and gave it a mighty swing down. His shoulders bunched. His biceps flexed. Light and shadow defined of every muscle of his torso. The head connected with the cap, and the little piece snapped into place.

      The trike was finally finished. He looked at the three-wheeler with satisfaction as Morgan rolled it under the Christmas tree.

      “It’s perfect, Jack,” she told him as she crossed the room to him again. “You’re such a good father.”

      He grunted. “You only think that because yours didn’t stick around and you don’t know the difference.”

      The man had never taken compliments well, and Morgan wanted to smack him. “No, I say that because you’re devoted and caring every moment and you think about them before yourself.”

      He cupped her cheek. “You’ve been my guide, mon amour. You’ve loved our children from the moment they were conceived and done everything to show them they are truly cherished. I often ask myself ‘What would Morgan do?’ That’s how I make my choices.”

      Her heart melted. “You’re going to make me cry. Let’s put together this exersaucer for Lacey.”

      Jack grabbed the box and frowned. “How many pieces does this toy come in?”

      After a lot of grumbling, some eye strain, and the Christmas playlist repeating for the third time, they finally finished the mobile over the top of the standing-bouncy toy.

      Morgan looked at the clock on the mantle. One-fifteen a.m.

      She sighed. Exhaustion weighed down every bone and muscle in her body, mirroring the fatigue on Jack’s face. He’d been working so many hours lately, including a full twelve hours today. Since Oracle, his security business with his buddy Deke, was a man short, he would probably have to head back to work immediately after Christmas dinner. They had an op launching the day after.

      “Why don’t you take a shower? I’ll clean this stuff up and set out a note for Santa.”

      He nodded, then gave her a sly smile. “I’ll be waiting for you in our bedroom with restraints and an itchy palm.”

      Her heart revved. Her belly clenched. She couldn’t stay awake for much right now, but she would never turn down an opportunity to feel Jack’s touch and give him her love in return.

      Morgan sidled close and petted her way from his chest down to his steely cock. “Yes, Sir.”

      “Don’t keep me waiting.” He winked.

      Then he disappeared into their bedroom. A moment later, she heard water pelting the tiled wall of the shower. She imagined him dropping his clothes and stepping in…

      Morgan gathered his tools and began shoving them onto the top shelf again before scooping up the trash and tossing it in the empty boxes. She shut off the fireplace, tidied up. Her breathing wouldn’t slow. Her mind wouldn’t stop fantasizing about all the ways she and Jack could please each other.

      Her phone dinged a moment later. With a frown, she scanned the screen—then smiled. Her half brother and his wife Emberlin had just had a little girl a few days ago. He sent the cutest pictures of baby Ava daily. The precious little girl in her frilly crib, curled up with their sleeping cat, made Morgan grin. Brandon was so proud of his new daughter he all but swelled with it.

      After a few replies, she flipped off all the lights and dimmed the twinkling bulbs on the glittering tree. Drawing in an eager breath, Morgan felt her stomach jump with anticipation and thrill as she pushed the bedroom door open.

      Where she found Jack sprawled out stark naked on his side of their bed, dead asleep, her favorite soft flogger in hand.

      Disappointment washed over her. Concern followed. Jack never gave less than his best and for him to have fallen asleep must be a testament to his exhaustion.

      Or was it a silent proclamation that his passion had cooled for good.

      Morgan slipped into the bathroom and shut the door, climbed into the shower, then indulged in a hard cry. It wasn’t terribly productive, but she needed those ten minutes before the hot water heater gave out.

      As the spray cooled, she brought her pity party to an end and wondered again if she should simply talk to Jack once Christmas was over. If he didn’t miss the sizzle between them the way she did, she would suggest counseling or get a personal trainer—something. Hell, she’d even reduce her role on the set of Turn Me On to lighten Jack’s load around the house and make sure that when he could be here, their time wasn’t consumed with laundry, groceries, and all the unromantic household chores. It would hurt so damn much to turn over the show—her first baby—to someone else.

      But she’d do whatever she must to make Jack happy and save their marriage.

      That same thought had her heading to the sewing machine she’d set up in the spare bedroom, instead of climbing into bed.
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      Sunlight penetrated his lids. Jack frowned. What the hell time was it?

      He cracked an eye. Hazy light added soft gray shadows to the room through the half-moon window above the bed. It was early, before seven.

      Jack rolled over to take Morgan in his arms. He loved her relaxed and sleep-soft, skin like velvet, smelling like ripe woman and a hint of raspberries that never failed to make him hard.

      But she wasn’t there. Her side of the bed was cold. Instead, he saw only the flogger he’d been too tired to wield on her tender ass last night.

      Fuck.

      Jack suspected that insecurity had been eating her up the last few months. He didn’t like the distance he’d glimpsed in her eyes last night. The worry and hurt. He’d been awake nearly twenty-four hours when he’d collapsed into bed last night. But that was no excuse. He’d fallen asleep on Morgan. He’d completely let her down.

      Double fuck.

      Flipping back the covers, he tucked the flogger in the nightstand—for now. A glance at her smooth pillow told him that Morgan hadn’t slept here at all. Worry and self-rebuke ripped through his chest. Had she been so hurt and pissed off that she’d chosen to sleep anywhere but beside him?

      He had to make this up to Morgan, prove to his fiery, blue-eyed wife how very much he wanted her every single day.

      Grabbing his navy robe and stepping into the slippers he kept near the bed in the winter, he tore out of the master.

      The family room was empty, the cushions on the sofa looking undisturbed. Jack didn’t spot her in the kitchen, either. He frowned. Had one of the kids been sick during the night?

      He backtracked, racing down the hall. In her crib, Lacey lay on her stomach, propped up on her arms. She wore a broad grin and flashing her one tooth.

      Dashing over, her scooped her up. “Morning, peanut. Have you seen your mommy?”

      She cooed in answer. But her wet diaper gave Jack the answer.

      Worry eating at his gut, he kissed the top of his daughter’s head and ducked into Brice’s room. The boy didn’t look as if he’d moved since late last night. His deep, even breathing told Jack that his son still slumbered on.

      Which was great, but where was Morgan?

      He pit-stopped in Lacey’s room for a quick diaper change, then set her on a blanket in her bedroom with a stuffed animal and some fluffy cloth blocks. This trick wouldn’t work once the crawling started, but it would buy him five minutes now.

      Darting back across the house, he checked the garage. Her car was still inside, her purse on the bench in the laundry room where she often left it. Jack breathed a little sigh of relief. What would he have done if she’d been gone? Chased her down to the ends of the earth. He loved his wife and wasn’t about to let her go over a misunderstanding he would be more than happy to clear up with a few hours between the sheets.

      “Damn it, where are you?” he asked into the silence.

      He spotted his phone on the kitchen counter and grabbed it, hitting his speed dial. Morgan’s device rang not five feet from him, on the counter near the coffee maker.

      The only place he hadn’t looked was the spare bedroom. He couldn’t think of a single reason she’d be in there. It didn’t have a bed. Half the space was dedicated to her crafts, the other half to his home office.

      He charged across the kitchen and headed down the hall on the far side of the house. Apprehension seized him by the throat as he pushed open the creaking door.

      There Morgan slept, slumped over her sewing machine, every light in the room still burning bright.

      Relief poured through him before confusion set in. What the hell had she been making that was more important than her sleep?

      Jack raced across the room. Something white, trimmed in lace and glitter, draped across the table, cascaded over her limp hands, and fell into her lap. It looked like…lingerie.

      On the craft table beside her, he saw a matching thong. On the mannequin in the corner, he spotted silky angel wings, complete with a few leftover white feathers near a glue gun. A pair of white patent stilettos sat at the plastic figure’s feet.

      Instantly, Jack understood—and felt as if he’d been punched in the chest. Morgan had thought she needed to stay awake all night and make frilly garments to entice him. She’d been willing to give up much-needed rest, despite having a full day of Christmas celebrations and cooking ahead of her, all to please the husband who had failed her as a man.

      Maybe because he had failed her as a man.

      What had he ever done to deserve such a woman? He loved her with his whole heart. He’d long ago given her his soul. Now he had to prove that in the ways she needed.

      Jack didn’t remember ever feeling more guilty and unworthy. He could only imagine what she’d been thinking last night, exhausted and sewing her heart out to please the wretch who’d seemingly chosen his bed over her body.

      He sure as hell intended to make it up to her ASAP.

      Bending, he scooped his wife up in his arms. She moaned and half opened her eyes. The shadows underneath worried him.

      “Go back to sleep, cher,” he whispered.

      She melted against him, head on his shoulder. Her breathing evened out. Even settling her into their bed and covering her up didn’t disrupt her soft exhalations. Deep down, she still trusted him, still listened to him as her husband and Master, thank God.

      Shutting the door behind him, Jack made coffee, gave Lacey her first bottle of the morning, called his mother, then headed to Brice’s room just in time to find him stirring.

      He helped his little man into a fresh diaper and clean clothes, then settled onto the floor with his children and their toys. This morning he would devote to the kids, the afternoon to their extended family and celebration. But tonight…he intended to dedicate every moment to his wife and her pleasure. He would remind her just how fucking much he wanted to love her all the time, in every single way.
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      Morgan jolted awake to bright sunlight streaming through the cozy bedroom. The bed smelled like Jack…but she didn’t see him anywhere. Frowning, she sat up and stared at the clock. Was it really after ten?

      “Damn. The kids. And it’s Christmas morning!”

      She still wore the bathrobe she’d slipped on after her shower. She certainly didn’t remember coming to bed.

      And she’d missed out on her own children discovering their presents from Santa. It was Lacey’s first holiday season and the first one Brice might understand.

      “What kind of mother sleeps through that?” Morgan bolted to her feet and charged out the door, her footfalls slapping against the hardwood floors.

      “In here.” Jack’s voice resounded from Brice’s room at the end of the hall.

      She went running. Of course, her little boy would be playing with some of his new toys. If she was lucky, she would be able to see his first trike ride…but what were the odds anyone had been able to talk her rambunctious toddler into waiting?

      “Why did you let me sleep?” she asked as she charged into the room.

      Jack looked like a picture perfect dad—protective, doting, in control of the situation. He played beside the kids, who were tremendously happy and quiet. He looked so damn handsome, too. After just rolling out of bed, she must look like home-grown hell, hair askew, remnants of yesterday’s mascara still smudged under her eyes.

      “Because you needed it.” Jack eased to his feet. “Merry Christmas, mon amour.”

      When he wrapped her in his arms, Morgan clasped him close and held tight. She inhaled him into her nostrils and pressed her lips into his sharp jaw. The faint taste of his salty skin lingered on her lips. His heart beat sure and strong against her. She breathed against him, with him. He was her home.

      What would she do if he didn’t love her the way he used to?

      “Merry Christmas. The kids… Have they eaten? Seen their presents and—”

      “Everything is fine. I fed Brice some eggs and Cheerios about an hour ago. They haven’t seen their presents. I moved the big ones from Santa into the garage. You needed sleep, so I made sure you got it.” He took her face in his hands. “I’m so incredibly sorry about giving out on you last night. More than I can say. I will make it up to you. I love you and I want you, I swear.”

      Her breath caught. Hope unfurled. Jack had never been one to lie. A hundred times Morgan had considered simply asking how he felt about her and her post-pregnancy body but because he refused to mince words, she had been too afraid. Now, the sincerity in his dark eyes and the steel in his voice told her that she’d worried for nothing.

      Tears pooled, rolled down her cheeks as she threw herself against her husband with a relieved sob.

      He ruffled her hair, kissed her forehead, and nuzzled his cheek to hers. “I never meant to make you doubt me. We’re busy, yes. But I’m never too busy for you. If you’re ever worried about us again, tell me. Don’t waste your time staying up all night to make something designed to entice me. You breathing, naked, and willing is all I’ll ever need.”

      She clutched him. “Jack…”

      The thousand things she didn’t know how to say to him echoed in that one word.

      “I know,” he promised before he kissed her softly.

      The ringing of the doorbell broke them apart.

      Morgan jerked away. “Who is that? Your parents weren’t coming until noon. I’m not ready. I haven’t even brushed my teeth yet. Nothing is in the oven yet. Shit!”

      When she would have run out of the room to find some way to do everything at once, he pulled her back. “My parents are here early because I called and asked for their help. Go put yourself together. We’ll handle the kids, start the dinner, and unwrap presents when you’re ready.”

      “But that’s too much to put on you. You’re tired, too. And I can’t make your mom pick up the slack—”

      “Morgan, that’s an order.” Then he softened his voice. “Please, cher. I intend to give you what you need. It’s my pleasure.”

      This man had been her everything from the moment she’d set eyes on him. She should never have doubted his love or commitment for a moment. In that moment, she was more grateful than she could express. “Thank you.”

      He gave her a wry smile. “Of course. Just be aware, you’ll be repaying me later.”
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      After a beautiful Christmas day full of presents, family, food, laughter, and the comforts of home, Brice and Lacey didn’t balk at all about an early bedtime. After a snack and a bath, they both crashed. Morgan looked at the clock. Just after seven p.m.

      She turned to her husband. “They went down early.”

      “They did. Now that we’re alone, I hope you have enough energy to go all night. That’s how long I intend to make love to you. Wait in our room, naked and kneeling on our bed.”

      She gasped and forgot how to breathe. “Now? Don’t you have to work tonight?”

      “Deke is taking over the op until morning. I’ll relieve him at the office then. Anything else?”

      His tone subtly warned she better not have any more rebuttals, but Morgan couldn’t be silent. “I need another hour in the craft room. I was making—”

      “I know what you were doing. I found you using your sewing machine as a pillow this morning.” Disapproval tightened Jack’s face.

      So she hadn’t actually made her way to the bed. Morgan winced. She hated that her surprise was spoiled but she knew his expression would translate into the kind of delicious discipline that would leave her humming and sore for days. “I can finish it quickly.”

      He shook his head. “No, you won’t be going anywhere near that craft table tonight. I gave you an order.”

      “But I wanted to be your Christmas angel. I wanted to look good for you.” Didn’t he understand?

      “You’re my angel every day and you always look good as far as I’m concerned. I haven’t done a good job of showing you that lately, but you don’t need to look like a Victoria’s Secret model to make me want you. I’m so fucking hungry for you right”—he grabbed her left hip—“this”—he grabbed her right hip with his other hand—“instant. You have ten minutes, then I’ll expect you naked and kneeling on our bed, waiting for me to give you everything you deserve. Do you understand?”

      How could she argue with that? “Yes, Sir.”

      When he smiled, she turned toward their master suite. He gave her a playful swat on the butt as he followed her. And as she stepped into the bathroom, his hands roamed all over her. “Jack…”

      “You can’t blame a man for wanting his gorgeous wife. I’m impatient to remind you how much I love and want you.”

      Then he disappeared.

      Morgan hurriedly shaved everything in a shallow tub with economical strokes, then jumped out with just enough time to refresh her lipstick and give her hair a little tousle.

      With less than thirty seconds to spare, she hustled to the bed, sank to her knees on the foamy mattress, and pressed her palm into her clenching stomach, looking for calm. Jack Cole got to her in a way no man ever had and no man ever would. The fact that he wanted to show her how much he still loved and desired her made Morgan’s heart sing.

      “Right on time.” He strolled into the room wearing black sweatpants—and nothing else.

      The ridges of his chest and abs, the rippling of his arms and shoulders, bespoke the hours of training alongside his operatives, his commitment to the team’s safety. He was ready to pack up and watch their six at a moment’s notice. Morgan hated that he might leave on a mission one day and never come back. On the other hand, she respected the hell out of him for continuing to do what he loved and protecting the weaker who couldn’t defend themselves.

      She drank in the sight of him hovering around her, basked in the taut moment and drowned in his dark stare, which proclaimed his devotion with a silent shout.

      “I’ve never seen a woman so beautiful.”

      At his quiet, heartfelt admission, Morgan dragged in a steadying breath. Did he mean that? She couldn’t help but be painfully aware of the little pooch of her tummy. If he’d let her finish the angel costume, she’d had an ingenious little peplum build in to hide the new bulge. He wouldn’t have to see it at all. As it was now, all she could do was suck it in and toss her shoulders back.

      Jack scowled, grabbing a hold of her to drag her closer. “Did you hear me? I’ve never seen a woman more beautiful than you, and I don’t need you posturing to impress me.”

      “You have to say that because we’re married and I just had a baby,” she argued, desperate to believe him.

      “No, I don’t. I say it because it’s true.” He thrust a hand in her hair and pulled her face under his until she had nowhere to look but at him. “Do you need me to oil up and pose to make you want to look at my body?”

      “No.” She reared back. “Why the hell would I want that?”

      “Why the hell would I want some half starving Barbie doll flouncing around in lace?”

      Morgan frowned. “They’re beautiful.”

      “They’re trained to be. But they’re not real to me. I don’t love them. I love you. And my promise to you is that I won’t let you down again.”

      “Jack, you’re human. You were tired last night. I understand.”

      “Logically, I know you do. But you don’t emotionally. If I’d been making you feel like the woman I desperately desired more often, you wouldn’t have been glue-gunning feathers to dazzle me at four a.m. That’s on me. Not saying I’ll never be tired again. I’m promising to communicate and better balance the needs of my job and our household with your needs as a woman. Fair?”

      “More than fair,” she murmured, her heart melting. “You’re the best husband a woman could ask for. Thank you for being all mine.”

      “I always am. I always will be, mon amour.” He released her and sat on the bed. “Present yourself over my lap. I need you to understand how much I dislike your choice to give up sleep so you could make a costume to entice me, rather than simply talking to me.”

      The air left her lungs. Morgan hung her head. “I know. Telling you my fears and feeling should have been the first thing I did, not the last. I’m sorry.” She draped herself across his jersey-covered thighs, backside perched in the air. “Should I count?”

      “No. Just think what’s happened and what I’ve said. I’ll stop when it’s time.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      The words barely cleared her lips before his palm connected with her right cheek. It stung enough to awaken her skin, remind her of his touch and power. Then he pulled away, smoothed the warmth into her muscles with his wide hand, and repeated the process on her left.

      Over and over again, he spanked her, the rhythm and resulting tingles luring her deeper into her head, sending her sinking onto a morass of sensations where nothing mattered except him and her and their connection.

      As if her mind had its own will, she recalled instances where she could have told Jack how insecure she’d been feeling in the last few months: like just after Luc and Alyssa’s Traverson’s Labor Day pool party where she’d been too self-conscious to be seen in her bathing suit. On Halloween, when she’d claimed it was too chilly to wear her sexy bunny costume. During nightly showers she’d sneaked in while Jack was too preoccupied to walk in and see her. While they’d been tangled in their sheets and she’d pleaded with him to turn off the lights off while they’d made love. So many missed opportunities to simply tell him that she feared time and childbearing had changed her body in a way that displeased him.

      Sometimes her own curves weren’t even familiar to her. She’d caught herself glancing a time or two in the mirror while dressing and wondered who that strange woman was. The changes to her shape startled her…yet she wouldn’t trade her children for anything in the world, certainly not for the perfect figure.

      Morgan blinked, coming back into herself. She realized Jack had ceased raining tender blows on her butt. Instead, he rubbed each cheek softly, reverently.

      “Feel better?” He sat her up on his lap.

      She squirmed, enjoying the delightful sting as she curled against him. When he thumbed a tear from her cheek, she was shocked to realize she’d been crying. “Yes.”

      “Good girl.”

      When he lifted her to her feet and stood beside her, tugging at the tie of his sweatpants, Morgan wrestled with the strong urge to hold him close and pour her love all over him. But the submissive side of her won out instead.

      She sank to her knees, blinking up at him. “I’m sorry. Let me serve you, Sir. Let me show you how sorry I am.”

      In the middle of shoving his pants down his hips, Jack froze, delved into her stare. “No. You can serve me when you want to give me pleasure, not because you’re drowning in guilt. Let that go. We’ve both made mistakes. Right now and all the moments following are the ones that matter. Lie across our bed. I’m going to please you so thoroughly you’ll never forget how badly I cherish and want you.”

      His understanding made her fall in love with him all over again. “Yes, Sir.”

      When she settled across the bed, spread wide open for him, he kicked off his sweats and followed her down to the mattress. He barely had time to settle on top of her before he eased his tongue in her mouth and submerged his cock inside her clenching pussy.

      As he filled her completely, Morgan threw her head back. “Jack!”

      He answered by wriggling deeper into her, circling his hips and applying pressure to her clit, then tugging at her lower lip with his teeth. “I’m here, cher. I’m not going anywhere. And for the record, I love your body exactly the way it is. The curves you have now remind me that you’ve matured into the woman who gave birth to our precious children. I would never want to deny or change anything about that. Would you?”

      “No,” she gasped. He felt solid and massive inside her, surrounding her, loving her. “Never.”

      “Then stop trying to look different or thinking that I want you to be different.” He withdrew nearly to the tip, then shoved back in with a ruthlessness that had her arching her back and calling his name. “Are we clear?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Does this feel like I find you sexy?” He eased out before pistoning in once again, so hard and insistent she couldn’t doubt how much he ached for her.

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Do you doubt my desire right now?”

      “No, Sir.”

      “Will you ever let your insecurities take over again without talking to me?”

      As he spoke, he pulled completely free of her body. Only the swollen head of his cock nestled at her entrance, knocking at her door. Morgan spread her legs farther apart, welcoming him. He didn’t enter, just waited for her to answer.

      “No, Sir. I won’t,” she finally whispered, cupping his face and fusing their lips together.

      After a long kiss that left her desperate and panting, he eased away enough to look into her eyes. “I know you haven’t started the pill again yet. I’m not wearing a condom. If you’re not ready for what might happen, stop me. But I adore your body, I love you, and I want you pregnant again.”

      Knowing how he felt, knowing she felt the same…Morgan couldn’t possibly say no.

      “Please,” she whimpered. “Fuck me, Jack.”

      A second later, he merged their bodies together and didn’t stop until pleasure dissolved her sadness and worry. Until she cared only about giving every bit of herself and her passion to her husband. Until she felt them melding again with that same magic she’d always felt when Jack Cole made her his.

      He swallowed her scream with his kiss as she let go. He followed her into the heady rush of ecstasy moments later, neck corded, arms taut as he clutched her tightly, like he’d never let go.

      “How do you feel now, cher?” he panted. “Good?”

      “Fantastic.” She grinned up at him, trying to catch her breath, too. “Best Christmas ever.”

      His solemn face broke out into a wide, infectious grin. “Couldn’t agree more. Tell me when you’re ready for round two. I love the idea of giving you the gift that keeps on giving.”

      “Yeah. For eighteen years,” she quipped, rolling her eyes at him.

      When Jack Cole turned on the charm, she could never resist.

      “Well, that, too. But I meant the love I want to give you for a lifetime. What do you say?”

      “Yes, Sir. Let’s make this Christmas a little merrier.”

      He stroked her cheek before he brushed a kiss over her lips. “You got it. Just like you’ve got me. I love you.”
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      The good girl wants a favor? She’ll pay in his bed.

      

      Pierce “One-Mile” Walker has always kept his heart under wraps and his head behind his sniper’s scope. Nothing about buttoned-up Brea Bell should appeal to him. But after a single glance at the pretty preacher’s daughter, he doesn’t care that his past is less than shiny, that he gets paid to end lives…or that she’s his teammate’s woman. He'll do whatever it takes to steal her heart.

      

      Brea has always been a dutiful daughter and a good girl…until she meets the dangerous warrior. He’s everything she shouldn’t want, especially after her best friend introduces her to his fellow operative as his girlfriend—to protect her from Pierce. But he’s a forbidden temptation she’s finding impossible to resist.

      

      Then fate strikes, forcing Brea to beg Pierce to help solve a crisis. But his skills come at a price. When her innocent flirtations run headlong into his obsession, they cross the line into a passion so fiery she can’t say no. Soon, his past rears its head and a vendetta calls his name in a mission gone horribly wrong. Will he survive to fight his way back to the woman who claimed his soul?
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      Finally, he had her cornered. He intended to tear down every last damn obstacle between him and Brea Bell.

      Right now.

      For months, she’d succumbed to fears, buried her head in the sand, even lied. He’d tried to be understanding and patient. He’d put her first, backed away, given her space, been the good guy.

      Fuck that. Today, she would see the real him.

      One-Mile Walker slammed the door of his truck and turned all his focus on the modest white cottage with its vintage blue door. As he marched up the long concrete driveway, his heart pounded. He had a nasty idea how Brea’s father would respond when he explained why he’d come. The man would slam the door in his face; no maybe about that. After all, he was the bad boy from a broken home who had defiled Reverend Bell’s perfect daughter with unholy glee.

      But One-Mile refused to let Brea go again. He’d make her father listen…somehow. Since punching the guy in the face was out of the question, he’d have to quell his brute-force instinct to fight dirty and instead employ polish, tact, and charm—all the qualities he possessed zero of.

      Fuck. This was going to be a shit show.

      Still, One-Mile refused to give up. He’d known uphill battles his whole life. What was one more?

      Through the front window, he spotted the soft doe eyes that had haunted him since last summer. Though Brea was talking to an elderly couple, the moment she saw him approach her porch, her amber eyes went wide with shock.

      Determination gripped One-Mile and squeezed his chest. By damned, she was going to listen, too.

      He wasn’t leaving without making her his.

      As he mounted the first step toward her door, his cell phone rang. He would have ignored it if it hadn’t been for two critical facts: His job often entailed saving the world as people knew it, and this particular chime he only heard when one of the men he respected most in this fucked-up world needed him during the grimmest of emergencies.

      Of all the lousy timing…

      He yanked the device from his pocket. “Walker here. Colonel?”

      “Yeah.”

      Colonel Caleb Edgington was a retired, highly decorated military officer and a tough son of a bitch. One thing he wasn’t prone to was drama, so that single foreboding syllable told One-Mile that whatever had prompted this call was dire.

      He didn’t bother with small talk, even though it had been months since they’d spoken, and he wondered how the man was enjoying both his fifties and his new wife, but they’d catch up later. Now, they had no time to waste.

      “What can I do for you?” Since he owed Caleb a million times over, whatever the man needed One-Mile would make happen.

      Caleb’s sons might be his bosses these days…but as far as One-Mile was concerned, the jury was still out on that trio. Speaking of which, why wasn’t Caleb calling those badasses?

      One-Mile could only think of one answer. It was hardly comforting.

      “Or should I just ask who I need to kill?”

      A feminine gasp sent his gaze jerking to Brea, who now stood in the doorway, her rosy bow of a mouth gaping open in a perfect little O. She’d heard that. Goddamn it to hell. Yeah, she knew perfectly well what he was. But he’d managed to shock her repeatedly over the last six months.

      “I’m not sure yet.” Caleb sounded cautious in his ear. “I’m going to text you an address. Can you meet me there in fifteen minutes?”

      For months, he’d been anticipating this exact moment with Brea. “Any chance it can wait an hour?”

      “No. Every moment is critical.”

      Since Caleb would never say such things lightly, One-Mile didn’t see that he had an option. “On my way.”

      He ended the call and pocketed the phone as he climbed onto the porch and gave Brea his full attention. He had so little time with her, but he’d damn sure get his point across before he went.

      She stepped outside and shut the door behind her, swallowing nervously as she cast a furtive glance over her shoulder, through the big picture window. Was she hoping her father didn’t see them?

      “Pierce.” Her whisper sounded closer to a hiss. “What are you doing here?”

      He hated when anyone else used his given name, but Brea could call him whatever the hell she wanted as long as she let him in her life.

      He peered down at her, considering how to answer. He’d had grand plans to lay his cards out on the table and do whatever he had to—talk, coax, hustle, schmooze—until she and her father both came around to his way of thinking. Now he only had time to cut to the chase. “You know what I want, pretty girl. I’m here for you. And when I come back, I won’t take no for an answer.”
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        How far will she go to persuade her brother’s best friend to touch her?

      

        

      
        I’m Kayla.

        I’m twenty-one.

        And I’m all alone in the world—except for my late brother’s best friend.

        But Oliver intends to move back to London.

        I’m in love with him. I have to persuade him not to leave…somehow.

        If I confess I’m a virgin and show him how far I’ll go to keep him, will he stay?

        Maybe, but I also never suspected he’s keeping a shocking secret of his own…

      

        

      
        Enjoy this Forbidden Confession. HEA guaranteed!
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      One of his warm hands leaves my breast and skates down my waist, settling over my hip to bring me closer. I can smell a hint of toothpaste and coffee on his breath.

      “Have you let any of those tossers you’ve dated kiss you, Kayla?”

      I swallow. What will he do if I tell him the truth? “A few.”

      He scowls as if my answer pains him. “Did you like it?”

      I wanted to, but… “It was all right. No one has blown my panties off.”

      I suspect Oliver could.

      His eyes soften. “Kissing can be wonderful. Someday, when you find a man you care about, one who knows what he’s doing, you’ll love it.”

      I have a man I very much care about standing right in front of me, and the thought of kissing Oliver makes my body throb in arousal. I sway closer, pressing my aching breasts against his chest. “What about you? I’ll bet you know what you’re doing.”

      The second the words leave my mouth, my heart careens out of control.

      “I shouldn’t kiss you, Kayla,” Oliver practically groans.

      “Please,” I beg. “Just once.” When he stares at my lips, they tingle. Everything in my body flushes hot. Even my skin feels too tight. And the ache between my legs coils relentlessly. “You’ve already touched my breasts.”

      “Are you bloody trying to kill me?” His voice sounds rough with need.

      That excites me even more.

      “Is one kiss asking so much?” I clasp his T-shirt in my fists and tilt my face under his.

      He hesitates for a long moment, his eyes searching mine, nostrils flaring, jaw rigid.

      “Kayla,” he growls. “Goddamn it…”

      Just when I’m sure he’s going to walk away, Oliver grabs me by the nape, holding me immobile. His breathing turns hard and rough. I tremble. He’s wrestling with himself. My heart revs. What is he thinking? Is there any chance he’ll kiss me?

      Suddenly, he jerks me against his body and seizes my lips.
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