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All
stations…


It
is my honor to write about the brave souls in the United States and Canadian
forces. They protect our countries, and nations that cannot protect themselves.
There have been many changes over the years, whether it was technology that
silenced the Morse key or terrorism, which opened the world’s eyes on 9/11. I
am certain one thing will always remain the same—there will never be a
withering in the hearts of the men and women who keep us safe from dark things.


Love, Hope and Faith


This is Natasza…out.
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Prologue



 

Kayla’s fingernails hooked
into the tight weave of the Berber carpet, anchoring her to the precious
moments she had left. Warm blood pooled in the hollow of her back and streamed
down her sides, drenching the floor. The blade remained embedded deep in her
flesh, driven to its hilt. Even with a shallow breath, her broken ribs ground
together angrily.


Someone was shouting in
the room. Someone else was weeping. She could do neither. Both became white
noise, drowning in the whoosh of the
furnace kicking in and sirens in the distance. More voices erupted from the
doorway, strong, stern voices—men of valor.


They were too late.


If she could have
opened her swollen eyes, pummeled shut by fists of rage and despair, she would
surely see the reaper kneeling in front of her, waiting patiently for her last
breath. Two thoughts floated with certainty in her mind as she gave way to the
darkness.


Love, can be as deadly
as combat. Hope…can end your life.

















 


 


 

Chapter One



 

A heavy duffel bag
hitting the deck snapped his attention to the SEAL who entered the office.
“Ghost, good to see you made it back with your head,” Captain Redding said.


Commander Thane Austen,
Ghost, swung his fatigue jacket onto
the coat stand beside his desk. With a quick hand, he steadied it before it
toppled. “Yup, the Serpientes are less one drug lord. They won’t be helping
Al-Qaeda with arms and funds for a while, Red. Unfortunately, we missed Faron.
He slipped down some rat hole before we even hit the beach, but his brother had
a moving burial at sea.” He turned to survey the Base Command’s Operation Center
through the one-way glass.


Satellite links brought
sensitive data streaming in from around the globe and the mass of radio
equipment squawked twenty-four seven in the dimly lit room. No windows adorned
the walls for security reasons, literally hundreds of lights and switches
covered the operation consoles.


“Pretty rough one, by
the looks of you,” Captain Redding remarked. Standing at a daunting
six-foot-three, and built into every muscle God bestowed on him, Commander Austen
belayed his thirty-seven years, keeping himself as strong as a
twenty-five-year-old, but he could tell this mission had taken its toll.


“Who’s that?” he asked,
jerking his head toward the occupants behind the glass, picking out the
strangers quickly.


Red joined Ghost at the
window. “Those are my new-old recruits, and yours, of course.”


Ghost’s brow rose,
reading between the lines. “New-old, huh?”


“They’re all highly
trained, especially her. Their captain was none too happy when I called to ask
for their yearly evaluations.”


“You’re hiring people
without me on the board again.”


“You’re always looking
for perfect.”


“Perfect is what I need
if they’re taking care of my men and coordinating base operations,” Ghost
replied, staring in the direction of only one of his recruits—Kayla.


“Her name is Kayla Banks,
and she has nearly twenty years experience. Her captain said she’s the best
tactical specialist he ever had. She can extrapolate options that others don’t
see, and as for rooting out sources, she’s untouchable. She convinced the other
two to come with her. The shorter one that looks like a jock is Barry and the
tall gangly one is Gord. They’re pretty tight, those three, but probably
because they’re expats.”


“What is it with you
and foreign hires? There’s a truckload of paperwork involved.” Ghost crossed
his arms over his sizeable chest. "What's the matter with our homegrown
boys?"


“Nothing, but budgets
are tightening and that includes the training budget. Besides, Canadians aren’t
foreigners. I recruited them from the Department of National Defense. They just
have to learn the base operations, some American red tape, and they’re good to
go. Working a command center is second nature to them.”


The quick jerk of
Ghost’s head said he wasn’t convinced. “I’m not sending a woman into an FOB, Forward Operations Base even as a
liaison.”


He wasn’t going to
argue Ghost’s stubborn stance on women and combat.


Kayla, Barry and Gord
huddled around the monitors bringing in real-time downloads from geostationary
satellites locked in rotation at thirty-five thousand kilometers above their
tiny blue planet. Constant surveillance and special op reports from the teams
filtered in. Coronado Base Command processed, actioned and stored them. “Her
hometown boys dote on her, but you can see they respect each other a lot. I
assigned John to Kayla. He says she’s catching on quick.” He chuckled, which
drew Ghost’s attention. “In fact, he said she’s taught him a couple things.”


The Commander swung his
attention from the window and rolled out his chair, filling it with his mass. His
body language told him Ghost wasn’t going to argue, but he wasn’t happy.


Kayla was the only
female working as a tactical specialist in Base Command, and they needed her.
Based on expertise, the brass wanted equality in all departments. A woman
couldn’t be a United States Navy SEAL, but she could support the teams in many
ways. Ghost viewed the role of a woman differently. “I had lunch with Admiral
Timmons yesterday. He said intelligence has found a network of caves in the
White Mountains. If it’s what they surmise, it could break Al-Qaeda’s back.
They’ll be looking for your team to roll in first, Ghost.”


“The squad needs a
rest. They’re on stand down for six weeks.”


He lowered himself onto
the edge of Ghost’s teak desk. “When the hell are you going to stop taking your
aging ass out into the theater?”


“Probably after it’s
six feet under,” Ghost said, pulling open the middle drawer, digging for
something.


“I came to my senses,
when are you going to come to yours?" he said eying him. “There’s serving
your country, and then there’s asking for a bullet.”


“Had a few of those in
my time, but it sounds to me like you’re trying to tell me I’m past my prime.”
Ghost’s fingers shuffled through napkins and business cards with phone numbers
and a lipstick kiss on more than a few of them.


“You will be, soon
enough.”


Captain Redding limped
to his own desk and eased into the chair. Rubbing his aching knee didn’t help,
nor did any of the therapy the damn doctors tortured him with. His wife, Lydia,
wanted him to retire when he had turned sixty, which was last January.


“Once a SEAL, always a
SEAL. You miss it,” Ghost said, resting his elbows on his desk and flipping the
card he’d chosen in his fingers.


“Yeah, maybe, but the
old girl would kick my ass if I ventured farther than this base.”


He peered over at him.
“Domesticated…it’ll make a man old, Captain Redding.”


“Don’t give me that
shit. You know damn well most of your own team is married, and happy.”


“Not as happy as me.”
He swung his chair to look through the window again. “I’ve got one helluva good-looking
redhead coming over tonight to coo over this SEAL,” he drawled, snapping the
card in his fingers. “Maybe she’ll be the one, hey, Red?”


“Uh-huh.” He watched
Ghost survey the ops room. Although there wasn’t much going on except normal
base and port traffic, Captain Redding reached over and turned on the portable
radio he kept on his desk to monitor the new recruits.


“Base this is Charlie
Seven, outbound for San Clemente, thirteen souls onboard, ETA three-zero
minutes, over.” The pilot’s voice carried a slight vibration and a familiar
tinny hiss.


Kayla’s voice answered
without a second’s pause. “Charlie Seven this is Base, good copy, we’ll advise. Requesting current visibility, extensive fog bank
reported north-northwest of base, over.”


The Commander swung
around and stared at the radio.


“Nice—cadence, huh?” Seeing
Ghost had the same response most men did when they heard her.


Ghost twisted a look
over his shoulder. “Yeah, I guess—for a one-nine-hundred number.”


“Apparently no one’s complaining.
The lieutenant from the boathouse wants to give me an award for hiring her.” He
picked up the portable and turned the volume down.


Ghost rose and scooped
his bag from the ground. “As long as she knows what she’s doing, I don’t give a
shit what she sounds like. Men’s lives rest in her hands.”


“She does, don’t worry
about that.”


“Excuse me, sir. Oh,
Commander Austen! I didn’t realize you were back. Welcome home.” Karen, their
administrative assistant, paused in the doorway. Her hip kicked out as the tip
of her high-heeled shoe curled to finish a perfectly executed Betty Boop
stance. “I’ve kept your monthly reports up-to-date while you’ve been gone,
sir,” Karen said, softening her voice and following Ghost’s gaze out the
window.


“Thank you, Miss Harrison.
I’ll review them tomorrow.” Ghost swept an uninterested look past her as she brushed
a wave of blonde hair away from her chest, revealing an extremely low-cut
neckline.


Karen stiffened, seeing
the Commander turn his attention back to the ops room. “Gord and Barry are a
nice addition to the team, but Kayla’s not very friendly,” she said, offering
an unsolicited critique. “I’m having trouble with her work visa. She may not
get approved.”


The Commander turned
his steely gaze on her. “Make it happen, Miss Harrison. I don’t need friendly.
I need experience. If Captain Redding handpicked her we’re not going to let red
tape get in the way.”


Red smothered a grin. Karen
had been in lust with the Commander from day one, and he hadn’t given her an
ounce of interest. The skirts had gotten shorter and the heels higher over
time, but she was still batting zero.


Karen faltered. “Yes,
sir,” she said, her expression melting to apologetic. “I tried to warn Kayla
about the ‘Blood Shark’ but she brushed me off. I was just trying to be nice.
Kayla’s older, and that’s what the Shark seems
to be hunting.”


“No leads on him yet,
hey?” Ghost asked, settling a dark look on him.


“Afraid not.” Five
women had been murdered and left on the Coronado Amphibious Base. Once the San
Diego media dubbed the serial killer ‘The Blood Shark,’ headlining him as
prolific and uncatchable, a national fervor grew wings with every investigative
reporter scrambling for theories. “But a nurse disappeared while you were gone.
Police are sure it’s the Shark.”


“I bet you and the team
could catch him,” Karen said smoothly, tilting her head and muzzling a coy
smile.


The Commander was the
last man on earth who needed flattery. “The Naval Criminal Investigative
Service San Diego is a competent agency. They’ll apprehend him, Miss Harrison.
Until then, keep your wits about you. Even though you don’t match his profile,
I’d think wearing less revealing clothing and lowering your heels would be
advisable.”


“Yes, sir.” A crushed
look dawned on her features, and she quickly departed.


Oh,
Lord.
“Ghost, she’s young, enamored, and all starry-eyed working with the infamous
SEALs. Cut her a break.”


The Commander snagged
his jacket from the coat rack. “She’s been misinformed, thanks to the media.
She’s looking for a hero and a husband, like most single women who come here,”
he stated, his attention drifting to the ops room. “It takes an independent,
strong woman to live a life with a SEAL. Most women don’t know we’re out in the
field for most of the year. When they want to start nesting, it’s nothing but
trouble.”


“How the hell would you
know? You’ve never tried.”


The Commander shook his
head. “Don’t have to, Red. I have all I need without having to say ‘I do’.
Besides, I like Christmas dinner at your place,” he added, giving him a wink.


Ghost showed the world
a sharp edge, but the Captain knew the heart that beat inside the man was
brave, fathomless, and ardent. “Kayla’s single, you want me to fire her, too?”


The Commander’s head
snapped around. “No, you wouldn’t have brought her onboard if you didn’t think
she was qualified.”


Interesting.


“I’ll see ya later,
Red. I gotta date with a shower and a sympathetic woman, preferably at the same
time.”


Kayla’s laughter
filtered in as the two men reached the door. The guys were no doubt having fun
with her again, and as always, she took it in stride. Ghost adjusted the duffel
bag on his broad shoulder, his expression settling into stubborn disapproval.


“Before you leave for
some well-deserved—empathy—I’ll introduce you,” Captain Redding said, putting a
hand on Ghost’s shoulder. “They’re your staff before they’re mine.”


Ghost’s expression
shifted, but only enough for him to recognize it. The man had as much subtlety
as he did strength and intelligence. Uncle Sam would never let him go willingly
because he was the kind of warrior they wanted, devoted to country before
anything else, and a killing machine. Women were nothing but a hot, brief
diversion to the Ghost. Like his missions, he was in, out and gone. A shame
really, Captain Redding thought to himself. Of all the warriors he’d known, the
man who needed to fall in the love the most was the man who never would.



 

* * * *



 

Setting his bag on the
ground, Thane nodded his agreement, but with the distinct feeling Red had one-upped
him—again. Red’s body might be giving out on him, but despite the physical
desertion, his mind could calculate at fifty times the speed of any other man
he knew. That’s why he’d always trusted him, and kept a wary eye on him.


Red slid his security
pass through the reader and cracked the door. A waft of chilled air escaped the
center as they walked through the short anteroom and into the darkness. The low
temperatures kept the equipment cool, and helped the staff remain alert.


Now he’d have to deal
with a damn woman on the roster. He’d managed to chase away the last harpy Red
hired, after listening to her incessant ideas and complaints for a month. She
demanded to be treated like a man, which wasn’t hard since she looked like one.
That didn’t matter to him, but she was more interested in burning her bra and
making a liberated stand than doing the job. He groaned inwardly wondering how
this one would torment the hell out of him.


“Commander on deck,”
someone barked.


“At ease, Jamieson,” he
ordered, walking toward the people huddled at the far end of the center. With
every step, a warning began to sound off in him. Squaring his shoulders, he
scanned the entire group, but his eyes skidded to a stop on her. No expression
marred her features. She reminded him of a portrait, perfectly still and
composed.


“Gord, Barry and Kayla,
I’d like to introduce you to Commander Thane Austen. You’ll be seeing him from
time to time. He’s in Command of SEAL Team One, and he’s just returned from
deployment,” Red said, standing beside him.


“Sir, I’m Gordon
Baker,” the tall, young man offered, telling him right away Gord was the most
social of the three. “This is Barry Olsen.” They both stepped forward.


“Mr. Baker. Mr. Olsen,
welcome to Coronado. Captain Redding says you’re settling in. We’re glad to
have you onboard. Apparently, you have quite a lot of experience already. We
look forward to that.” They both nodded and stepped back. It felt like too many
seconds ticked by, even though only one had passed.


“Kayla?” Red said,
bowing his head a little as if prompting her.


“Commander Austen.” She
nodded, but stood her ground. A small beam of light from a lamp on the console
illuminated the others, but she remained in the shadows.


“Ms. Banks.” He didn’t
move. She would come to him. He might as well set the cadence now.


Although her eyes were
dark, they pierced through shadow and into him. The glow from the switches on
the console offered enough light to see thick brunette hair falling to her
shoulders in a glory of waves. He cleared his throat. “I understand you have
years of experience as well, Ms. Banks.”


“Yes, sir.” Kayla’s
voice floated through the darkness, shaking something loose inside him.


Slowly, she clasped her
hands in front of her.


That wasn’t a gesture
of calm. It was protection. “I’m sure everything appears daunting right now,
but with time, you’ll learn the way we do things in America.” She took a step
into the light, and a fierce but unmistakable sensation shot through him. It
wasn’t a bullet, but it ricocheted like one. Holy—fuck.


“That should take no
time at all for a Canadian,” she said, her gaze holding his in an unyielding stare.


For a second, doubt as
to who was in control fluttered uncomfortably into his thoughts. Gord and Barry
shuffled. Red clamped down on a grin threatening to bust out on his chops. “I’m
sure it won’t.”


Bold little thing, and
instinct told him she could bite, but he could bite a helluva lot harder, she’d
learn that quick enough. She wasn’t a SEAL, but she needed to think like one.
No woman could do that, especially not one as beautiful as her.


This woman belonged in
silk sheets with warm hands seeking out her swelling feminine curves. Her
sensuality flowed around her like undercurrents in deep water. How could this
woman understand combat? An unfamiliar staccato in his chest interrupted his
internal debate. Long ago, he’d married his call to duty and country, drowning
his heart in the middle of the Pacific. Now, after all these years, it rose from
the depths of him, and swam hard to surface.


Questions flashed
through his mind as his final thought made him tear his gaze from hers. She was
under his command. Shit.


















 


 


 

Chapter Two



 

Kayla read the recent
downloads from two teams on deployment in Kabul and Panama. Both reports
consisted of intelligence information Commander Austen needed to review.


John nodded at her.
“He’s in, you might as well take them to him now.”


“You say that as if it’s an unsavory
task,” she said warily.


He offered her a shrug.
“Can be. Depends—”


“On?”


John pulled up his
chair and took a quick scan over his shoulder. “I don’t like to make
presumptions, but the fact is Commander Austen doesn’t really get on well with
the women who work here.” He held the printed copies out to her. “As you can
see, you’re the only one.”


Kayla groaned inwardly.
After spending years in a predominantly male profession, she could already
assume what was ahead. A long, hard battle of wills to prove she was as good as
the rest of the guys. Without squeezing too many brain cells, she knew
Commander Austen was a serviceman through and through. She plucked the papers
from John and stood up. “Well, wish me luck then.”


“Captain Redding is in
there, too. He won’t let the Commander go too far off course.”


“That bad, huh?”


John gave her a
sympathetic quirk of his lips. “The Commander deploys a lot. You won’t have to
deal with him all the time.”


Kayla grasped the edge
of her dress and gave it a quick tug. Fine, she could do this. The Commander
couldn’t be any worse than what she’d already lived through, and that was
pretty much a trip through hell.


Tapping on the door,
both men raised their heads. Captain Redding gave her a warm smile.


Relaxing back in his
chair, the Commander’s steely gaze settled on her. “Ms. Banks, what is it?”


“Commander, two
intelligence reports came in from Team Three Delta.” She took a step inside the
office, although she hadn’t been invited. “I think you’ll want to look at
them.”


“Why is that?” His gaze
surveyed her from head to foot, like a machine scans a bar code.


He wasn’t wasting any
time testing her. “Because the report from Kabul is in regards to Haji Mulhar.
He’s one of—”


“I know who he is,” the
Commander said, sitting up slowly. “Take a seat, Ms. Banks.”


She approached his
desk, noticing she could see through the glass into the ops room. One-way glass.
She’d have to remember that before digging for a slipped bra strap.


She didn’t know what to
expect when she’d responded to the post for a job at Coronado. None of them had
really expected to get an interview. They were Canadian after all and Gord and
Barry were civilians, she had been enlisted. It was a big move, but one she,
Barry, and Gord  had agreed was the right
thing to do.


The old man with a full
head of white hair gave her a fatherly look. Right from the start, Captain
Redding offered patience and encouragement, but he was also very much in
charge, and she liked that.


She laid the reports in
front of Commander Austen, but he didn’t spare a glance, instead keeping his brilliant
blue eyes on her. Intimidation 101. He who looks away first accepts the
submissive stance. Submissive wasn’t part of her vocabulary. She swallowed
sharply, seeing the long, jagged scar cutting across his cheek. How could a man
be this wickedly handsome and a warrior at the same time?


His low voice seeped
into her soul like swirling fog across a quiet lake, causing an unsettled
feeling. He was a Commander, all right. Without a word, he commanded everything
around him, including the involuntary flutter in her heart. “Team Three Delta
sighted Mulhar in a village they infiltrated last night. Their extraction time
is two hours. They’re looking for further orders.” A minute grin slipped across
his lips. God knows, if he had her under a light, she had to wonder if she’d
give it all up to his fierce eyes.


Trying to knock her off
course, he said, “Your employment file practically floats with praise, Ms.
Banks.”


Dominance part two. Try
to unsettle your target by changing direction and causing distraction and
uncertainty. “Yes, sir, do you have a response for the team?”


“What was your main
desire for wanting to work for this department, Ms. Banks?”


Desire?
He should have used the word purpose. “Because I wanted to
challenge my skills. Do you have a response for the team?”


“Are you being
challenged?”


She straightened in her
chair. This wasn’t just a case of having to prove herself, he was going to push
her buttons. A sharp quake of fear eclipsed, but she fisted it deep inside her.
She liked challenge, not conflict, being in her own personal war for over ten
years, she avoided it at all costs. The Commander’s head tilted, drawing a slow
glance across her features as if seeing something she didn’t want him to see.


“You’re starting to,
sir.” Her patience dwindling, she held her comments under tight reign. The
Commander’s gaze hardened. Had she nudged a block in his resolute foundation?
Was he going to fire off into a rage? Because she could do that to a man, break
his restraint and turn it to violence. She remained silent, waiting for him to
either turn her into a pile of ash or stand down. One movement, one fidget and
he’d have her.


“What would you do, Ms.
Banks?”


Smack
that cocky look off your gorgeous face for starters.
Her gaze darted away from his with the insolent thought. Bastard. When she looked at him again, his expression warmed a few
degrees, but he was still waiting for her response. “Extract without Mulhar.”


“He’s on the top twenty
list of wanted men, Ms. Banks.”


“Yes sir, however, the
team have located the three missing Americans from the embassy. A delay could
cause that mission to fail. They know where Mulhar is. He’ll remain in the area,
thinking his location is safe, if they don’t acknowledge him. You can send a
second squad in to recover him.”


Commander Austen nodded
once, slowly. “Do that, Ms. Banks.” She rose to see Captain Redding give her a
wink. One step from the door and freedom the Commander said, “Ms. Banks?”


She turned, steadying
herself for the warning shot he was about to fire across her bow.


“Your record is very
impressive.”


Huh?


Commander Austen rose
and strode toward her, stopping only inches away. Was this intimidation again?
Looking at him meant stretching her neck back. She waited. Standing her ground,
she ignored the sensation of quicksand replacing the floor beneath her feet. Breathing
was impossible with him so close. Did this man ever laugh or was he as tainted
by life as her? The small creases around his eyes told her he might, and she
wondered what he looked like when he dropped the walls warfare had built around
him.


A muscle flickered in
his jaw as he gazed at her with his striking eyes—the eyes of a predator. “You’ll
have to prove yourself. I’m not taking flourished observations and compliments
from another source.”


The alpha male was so
damn predictable.


“Bring me the response
before you send it.”


“Yes, sir. I’ll do it now.”



 

* * * *



 

The Commander stood
staring at the empty doorway, the echo of her presence remaining in the room
with him. When the smooth skin of her cheeks flushed and her eyes dilated under
his gaze, his own body had gone taut in response. His subconscious recognized something
in her eyes, but it wasn’t registering. She made him edgy, and he didn’t like
edgy. 


He’d been home a week,
and instead of taking a break, he came in to work until Kayla finished her
rotation. She had three days off, and that’s all he took as well. Today was her
first day back. Before he’d removed his cap this morning, his eyes were seeking
her out. Even her body movements unsettled him. Red mentioned she was a
half-blood aboriginal from a tribe in northern British Columbia. His team’s
Master Chief, Mason Briggs, was part Cherokee. Raised in Arizona, Mason
retained a close connection with his roots. He wondered if Kayla did the same.


Knowing Red wouldn’t be
in for another thirty minutes, he found her file and scoured the contents. Numerous
letters of commendation accompanied it. The first thing his eyes sought out was
her marriage status—single. Like him, she’d joined the Canadian Navy at
seventeen. What surprised him was she was a commissioned officer, a lieutenant.
Then on her own time achieved a bachelor’s degree, majoring in child
psychology, yet she had no children. 


Why would a woman who
seemed to have a stable foundation pick up her roots and move to the U.S.? It
didn’t make sense. Being strikingly beautiful and single didn’t make sense,
either. There was no way she could have the abilities listed in her personnel
file, and it was a long list from extensive knowledge in military technology to
strategic combat analyzes, the three pages blew his mind.  


Taking a break from
dissecting her accomplishments, he raised his gaze to watch her. A Navy SEAL
sees a lot of bad in his life, but
he’s also given moments of serenity. Many times, he watched the sea as she
changed from a soul swallowing blue to fire, under a setting sun. That’s what
Kayla reminded him of, a creature with inspiring beauty on the outside, but on
the inside—what the hell was on the inside?  


“Don’t think you’ll be
running her off any time soon,” Red said, drawing him back to the present. “At
least not like the last five who transferred because of you.”


“I could kill you for
this,” he grumbled, taking the few steps back to his desk.


Red coughed out a
laugh. “Any particular reason why?”


“I think you damn well
know why.”


Red shrugged
innocently. “Something I missed.”


“Who was on the board
with you when you hired her?”


“Commander Masters.”


“He’s a skirt-chasing
prick.”


Red’s brows rose, but
he didn’t say, ‘Like you?’ “And—Captain Sheer and Lieutenant Law.”


Law was Team Three’s lieutenant.
Sheer worked with BUD/S in the training department. Both solid guys. “What did
they think of her?”


Red gave him a resigned
look. “She’s here, isn’t she? We didn’t cut her any breaks, Ghost. She stood on
her own two feet.” Red jerked his head. “See something in her file you didn’t
like?”


Crap.



A knowing smile swept
across Red’s face. “She’s solid, intelligent, and a team player. Kayla’s been
Navy all her life. You want to paint paradigms, go ahead, but even Masters
struck out already.”


“What?” His attention
pinned itself on his mentor. “What do you mean?”


“First week she was
here, he came sniffing around.”


Figures, the guy was
married and had three kids, but it didn’t stop him from spreading any woman’s
legs. Of all the SEALs, he and Masters had always had a tense working
relationship. Most women liked his alpha male routine, no doubt Kayla would,
too. “And?”


“And—she politely shot
him down, in flames.”


Relief washed through
him. The woman had a good sense of character. Swiveling, he watched Kayla
return to John’s side. The flourish of her knee-length skirt swept against an
ass that made him swallow deeply. The other night the redhead had seen to all
his needs, but the sexual angst he was feeling wasn’t nearly gone. Damned if
Kayla’s face hadn’t flashed in his mind at the most inopportune time.


Instead of the sway of
long red locks against his bare chest, thick brunette curls brushed through his
mind. Gripping thin, cool hips, his imagination filled his hands with full,
warm, olive skin.


Dammit
anyway. He yanked open his middle drawer, rifling through
it. Maybe a brunette? Plucking a card with a woman’s swirling script, he stared
at it. Vanessa. Vanessa who? Did it really matter? Tossing the card back in
with all the others, he slammed the drawer closed.


He eyed the man
responsible, or at least the man he was going to blame for hiring Kayla.


“Problem?” Red goaded.


He was definitely
buying Red the ugliest sweater he could find next Christmas.



 

* * * *



 

Mace Callahan and his
squad entered the galley. He groaned as he saw the line stretched halfway to the
door. Just getting lunch was going to
take three-quarters of it. He heard the six other guys from his squad echo his groan
at seeing the line.


Civilian and military
personnel merged into one smooth operating naval base located on Coronado
Island, a short swim from San Diego. He knew. He’d done it enough times after
pissing the Commander off. Scanning the hall, Mace saw the Basic Underwater
Demolition training recruits known as BUD/S, who hoped to become SEALs like
them, standing in the line.


They’d spend six months
in Coronado going through their phased training. These guys were only on phase
one, and some of them looked like hell, and they hadn’t even gone through Hell
Week yet.


BUD/S training would
separate them from all the other Special Operation forces. The hard-assed
thirty percent or less that made it through would prove to themselves they were
a league above everyone else. Mace remembered those times well enough. Ten
years had passed since then, and those training days were a cakewalk compared
to real life.


“Let’s grab some chairs
and wait till it thins out,” Pat, “Zodiac”
Cobbs, Alpha squad’s lieutenant suggested, aiming for a table near the lineup.


“Wow, would you look at
that,” Mace said, barely sitting his ass in the chair, watching a woman enter
the galley. “Where the hell did she come from?”


“Cool your jets, Mace,”
his lieutenant warned.


He watched, as did the
rest of the guys. The woman had a hairpin curve from hip to breast. Obviously
civilian, she wore a pair of stone-washed jeans and a blue and white striped
jersey clung to her endowments nicely. A pair of high-heeled navy blue boots
clicked on the tile floor as she crossed it. He loved dark brunettes,
especially with waves of delicious hair, and eyes as deep as outer space, like
hers. Mace tracked her as she wove her way to join the line, past the ant
trails of men and women shuffling by with their steaming trays of lunch.


Tony “Tinman” Bale,
their heavy weapons operator, craned his neck to watch as well. “Maybe she’s
just passing through,” he said, jerking his blonde brows. “That’s the best
kind, Mace.”


Mace’s sniper-trained
eyes zeroed in on her. Ignoring the action around her, she concentrated on her
phone. “Bet I can get a date,” he challenged, squaring off his shoulders and
eyeing Tony and Nathan Young, their newest member. All of them were bachelors,
and so was Clay “Ditz” Sacks, their communications man, but he was
engaged—technically, he didn’t count.


“Twenty bucks says
you’ll strike out, Frog,” Clay challenged, making the bet without pause.


“Yeah, I’m in, too. One
look at you and she’s gonna run screaming in the other direction,” Tony added,
then focused on the Commander as he approached. “Commander, we debriefing
today?”


Mace shoved his chair
over to make room. Commander Austen was everyone’s boss, but he still put his
life on the line, leading their missions. No one really understood why. Most commanders
of a SEAL team directed from outside the hot zone. Lieutenant Cobbs didn’t mind
having him onboard. Both the Commander and Cobbs had been special warfare ops
for twenty years. The Captain of the Port, Josh Redding, joined them as they settled
their trays on the table.


“Hey, boys," Captain
Redding greeted, nodding his head of white hair. “Good to see you all made it
home.”


Their underwater
demolitions expert, Master Chief Petty Officer Mason Briggs, who they called
“Fox,” stopped his conversation with Nathan. They’d named Nathan “Tadpole” just
to irritate the shit out of the cocky young bastard, but everyone liked him and
he made a great addition to the team.


“Ahoy, Captain," Fox
greeted.


"How’s the Port?”
Tony asked.


“Same as always. Bitchy
as a woman and twice as beautiful.”


“Speaking of beautiful
women—we just saw a knockout walk in. Over there.” Mace pointed over his
shoulder.


Redding followed his
stare. He grinned and nodded at the Commander. “Yup, she is that, Mace.”


“Mace here figures he
can get a date with her,” Tony said, his streamlined shoulders lifting with a
laugh.


“Do you know her?
What’s her name, Captain?” Mace asked.


“Kayla Banks, but call
her ma’am, she’s earned it,” Redding said, and darted a glance at the
Commander.


Mace scanned the team.
“You know who she reminds me of?” The other guys shrugged. “Snow White, but a
sexy Snow White,” he drawled, knuckling the table to push his six-foot frame
up. “I think I’m going to let her know I’m her Prince Charming. Watch the
master in action, boys.”


“Stand down, Mace,” the
Commander growled when he was only halfway out of his seat.


The Commander had never
stopped him from making a move on a woman, and he sure as hell wasn’t one to
talk. Women of all ages gave the Commander their phone numbers. He had a drawer
full of them.


A scar running across
the Commander’s cheekbone—a reminder of youth and a hard lesson learned— didn’t
mar the man’s features. Women loved him, probably more because of the old wound
that gave him a dangerous as hell look. It didn’t deter most girls from wanting
to wrap their hands around his square jaw or get lost in his crystalline blue
eyes. The Commander didn’t mind, either. He always landed the pick of the
litter, yet none of them had been good enough to keep him home.


“Sit,” the Commander
ordered, and there was no doubt it was an order.


“Ah, okay.” Mace
glanced a little dejectedly in her direction, “but…”


“Leave her alone,
Mace,” the Commander growled, but there was no explanation to follow.


“Yes sir.” He cracked a
piss-off look at both Clay and Tony
as they sat back with crossed arms and glib expressions sliding across their
faces.


“Ah, the sweet smell of
a twenty,” Clay said, with a look of victory. “For some reason, you got some
self-inflated idea every woman is gonna fall at your feet, Mace.”


“Women do fall at my
feet, asshole, and that twenty isn’t yours. I have to get the chance to talk
with her first, then we’ll see who’s payin’ who,” he shot back. “Besides, women
love snipers, it sounds like a dangerous gig to them.”


Caleb “Stitch” Stone,
the squad’s corpsman, craned his head. “Nah, I’m in, too. By the looks of her,
I’d be giving you CPR. You don’t have a hope in hell, Sniper.”


“Listen to Base Command
much?” Captain Redding asked, leaning over his tray to be heard above the loud
hum of conversation in the hall.


“Yeah, why…oh, shit,
that’s not the new voice we’ve been hearing since we got back, is it? She’s not
supposed to look like she sounds,” Mace said, easily remembering the woman’s
voice wrapping around him like silk when they’d called Base Command to check
out alongside the dock this morning.


“That’s enough,” The
Commander interjected. “We’ll debrief in my office in thirty minutes. And Mace,
if you’re going to keep your mouth open, you might as well put some food in
it.”


The rest of the guys
chuckled and fingered their palms looking for the twenty they weren’t gonna
get.


A group of Marine Recon
students shuffled into the galley. The Marines’ Special Reconnaissance training
brought men who wanted to broaden their experience and test their metal to
Coronado. Some were straight from boot camp and some had earned their stripes
in the dust already.


“Look at those guys.
They look lean, mean and about as bad as we did in BUD/S,” Clay said, eyeing
the men as they fell in line for the serving counter behind Kayla. Clay grinned
at him. “Maybe one of them will get lucky, and then you’re outta luck, Mace.”


The Commander scanned
the Marines, but returned to his conversation with Captain Redding without
concern.


Lieutenant Cobbs
scoured the group as well, and then a gust of air escaped his lungs. “Jesus, I
don’t believe it, did you see that?”


Now they had the
Commander and the Captain’s attention, and they both saw the guy behind Kayla
brush his hand across her ass. The Commander tensed, the look in his eyes
becoming predatory.


“She probably doesn’t
know she could court martial his ass. I’m going up there,” Mace said, rising to
his feet. “Maybe they’d like to eat a little dirt for lunch.”


“Don’t worry about it,
Mace,” Redding said, “Watch.”


Kayla slowly turned,
but didn’t look at them, still concentrating on her cell phone. She said
something, and the two closest men took a step back.


“Sorry ma’am,” floated
across to their table.


“What the hell did she
say?” Tony asked the Commander.


They all knew he could
read lips. It came in handy running silent ops out in the field.


The Commander’s mouth
quirked as he shook his head. “Brave little thing, isn’t she?”


“What did she say,
Ghost?” the Captain asked, using his old team name.


None of them used that
name, he was “Commander” to them, but the Captain had been his lieutenant once
upon a time, and they’d had plenty of missions together over the years.


“She said, ‘Do it again
and you’ll wake up with a grenade between your thighs, sans a pin.’” The
Commander barked with laughter. All eyes turned on him. He scanned his men
swiftly, cleared his throat then put his attention on his meal.


“We can find another
chair,” Tony suggested. “Invite her over here, Captain.”


“Sorry, fellows, she’s
all business and she keeps to herself. Besides I don’t think you boys could
handle her.”


“I’d have no problem
learning something from her,” Mace said, and glanced over his shoulder, but
when he turned around the Commander was glaring at him. He knew that look, and
it meant stop now or else. There was a distinct, harsh line when it came to the
Commander. For some reason he’d just crossed it. Immediately, he dropped his
gaze to the table.



 

* * * *



 

After lunch, the team
convened in Captain Redding and the Commander’s office for the mission debrief.
Tinman and Fox grabbed the empty chairs first, Mace and the rest of the team
found a wall to lean against.


“Any questions?” the
Commander asked, looking at them once he’d finished.


Mace replayed the scene
in his head. There wasn’t much to say after the Commander busted their chops
for being sloppy on their last exit. They had to go out hot. It happened, a
lot, but it put everyone in danger. Bullets flew like a swarm of locusts on
both sides after they’d grabbed Faron’s brother, the second in charge of the
Serpiente family drug cartel in Panama City. It was uncontrolled chaos, a fast
and furious exit.


“Any word of a new deploy?”
Caleb asked, turning his red bristled head toward the Lieutenant. “Naomi’s just
about ready to have the baby, and—”


The room erupted with
congratulations and everyone clapped Caleb on the back.


Lieutenant Cobbs rose
to stand next to the Commander. Only an inch apart in size, both were warriors
that any man would think twice about taking on. Together they had more medals
and service awards than the entire West Coast teams put together. They’d been
swim buddies, BUD/S recruits together, and though as different in personality
as two men could be, they were best friends, and both extremely deadly.


“You’re on stand down
as of tomorrow. Make good use of it and be around for the family.” Lieutenant
Cobbs gave Caleb a thoughtful look. “Congratulations, Petty Officer Stone. You
thought sleep deprivation as a SEAL was tough, you ain’t seen nothing yet,
son,” he said, reaching out and shaking his hand.


Captain Redding’s radio
broke with base traffic and all the men’s heads turned when Kayla answered. The
Commander reached across the desk and turned the volume down. “I’d like them to
be listening to me, not her,” he said, giving Redding a dry look.


“Sorry, Ghost, didn’t
think she’d be that big of a distraction.” Winking at the team, Redding ignored
the Commander’s burning look as he reached for the phone on his desk.


Turning the radio off
didn’t help because the entire squad was looking through the glass. Commander
Austen twisted the long stem hanging from the blinds, snapping them shut. “As I
was saying—Mace.” He zeroed in on him
and Tony. “Find something to wind down, and that something doesn’t work here.”


Both he and Tony gave
each other a “yeah, fine” look.


“Jesus, that’s not good
news,” Captain Redding said into the phone. “Yes, I’ll post them as soon as
they arrive,” and hung up.


“What’s up, Red?” the
Commander asked, taking his seat behind his desk.


“He got another one,”
Redding replied, shaking his head and sighing.


“Another one?” Cobbs
questioned.


“The Blood Shark added
one more woman to his list. HQ is sending out posters they want hung dockside,
and they want us to warn all women who work shifts to find a buddy to walk
with.”


“Man, who was it this
time?” Clay asked.


Redding twisted his
aging hands together. “She was a nurse. Worked in the base hospital. They just
found her body. All they had to do was follow the flies. Married to a sailor
deployed overseas right now, two kids.”


They all shook their
heads.


“Why the hell can’t
they catch this guy?” Cobbs growled. “I told Marg the base is off limits until
they find that piece of shit. She says most of the wives are keeping clear
anyway, they’re scared even if they don’t fit the profile.”


“They’ve got all their
resources on it,” Redding assured them. “He’s just one smart bastard.”


“How many is that,
Red?” the Commander asked, swiveling in his chair.


“Eight. This guy is
prolific, and the kills are getting closer together. He must be losing it
fast.”


Nathan crossed his arms
tightly, asking, “How the hell does he pick ‘em? Do they think it’s random?”


“Not at all,” Redding
replied. “They’re all the same, brunettes—beautiful brunettes. Same approximate
size, similar features, he likes to slaughter women in their late thirties or
forties. I hope they catch that son of a bitch soon, and save the justice
system some money with a bullet between the eyes.”


Mace rammed his hands
in his pockets. It was either that or hit something. Tony was close enough.
“Everyone thinks the Shark works on this base. What does that say about us? We
travel thousands of miles to track down bad guys, but we won’t do it on our own
soil, while this fuckin’ monster tears our women apart.”


“Mace—they will find
him. NCIS knows what they’re doing,” the Commander assured everyone, and raised
the blinds. “Someone should tell Ms. Banks. She’s in that age range.”


All the men craned
their necks. Kayla and John stood next to the charts covering the west wall.
Track lighting illuminated where he pointed. Mace drew a grin watching John’s
body language. He was trying to impress her. Kayla smiled, bowing her head, her
long lashes whisking her cheeks, and it just about dropped him to his knees. He
was going to get a damn date with the woman if it killed him. He’d already
asked around. She wasn’t married.


“Talk to her,” the
Commander said gruffly.


“Does that mean you
think she’s beautiful, boss?” Mace asked, knowing he was going to pay for the
comment.


The Commander turned a
deadly blue glare on him. “Mace, the zodiacs need some cleaning, I think you’re
just the man for the job.”


The guys chuckled, and
a couple of them gave him a cuff on the shoulder.


“You just never know
when to shut your mouth, do ya, Mace?” Tony jeered.


Captain Redding laughed
as well. “I will, Ghost. John says Kayla’s ready to go on her own soon.
Speaking of which—I’m sending the three of them out on a familiarization trip
this afternoon on the harbor boat. You guys want to throw in a little practice?”


“Never say no to
practice,” Nathan piped up. “Terrorist, search and seizure?” he asked, raising
a brow at the Commander.


“A little below your
skill set, isn’t it, men? Three civilians, one of them a woman.” He surveyed
them, and they all waited for a thumbs-up. “Fine, gear up,” the Commander
ordered.


“I’ll do the searching
and seizing,” Mace offered, thinking about getting into a close quarters
situation with Kayla, but it earned him another scowl from the Commander. What
the hell? If he didn’t know the Commander as well as he did, he’d swear his
boss was being possessive. Yeah, right! The Commander left a trail of women
behind him like shrapnel.

















 


 


 

Chapter Three



 

“Okay, lady and
gentlemen you’re going out on the water instead of just talkin’ to it,” Captain
Redding said, when he wandered into the ops room around two. Kayla and her two
compadres turned their attention to their new Officer in Charge.


“Always up for a fam
trip,” Barry said, jumping out of his chair.


“What are we doing,
Captain?” she asked, standing to join Barry. A call came in and she broke off
to take a position report from two naval training vessels bound for the U.S.-Mexican
border.


“You’re heading out on
a quick mission,” Captain Redding advised.


“Mission?” She looked
warily at Barry and Gord. She knew working with the US Navy brought a
completely new angle that they weren’t used to.


“Mais oui, Madame,” Redding said, but it sounded more like “maze
wheeze,” offering up his attempt at French with a definite American twang.


“Capitaine, vous allez devoir travailler d'accent,” she said, grinning
at him.


Redding chuckled. “Okay,
you got me, I’m a little rusty. Now,” he said, clapping his hands together,
“get yourselves down to dock Bravo. It’s about a ten minute walk. The Captain
of the harbor patrol boat is John Themes. Good guy. He’s been around as long as
God, and he knows the Port inside and out. He’s going to give you a tour so you
can get an aspect from the water. Go.”


“Yes, sir.” Gord gave
him a salute, and a lousy one at that, she thought.


“Oh—and ah, keep your
eyes open for SEALs.”


“Seals, sir? Seals
aren’t exactly a novelty. We’ve seen plenty before.”


“Not this kind.” He grinned at her.



 

Kayla, Gord and Barry
reached the docks within ten minutes. With the warm San Diego sun beaming down
on them, she looked forward to this familiarization trip. They stopped to
locate Bravo dock once they’d cleared a row of buildings on the waterfront. Men
in wet suits scuttled about on one of the fingers leading from shore. Smaller
training vessels bobbed beside the pier. She recognized most of them, a CRCC,
Combat Rubber Raiding Craft, an eleven-meter RHIB, Rigid-Hull Inflatable Boat,
good for extreme weather and high speed to move the SEALs with a low profile,
and the MK V, Mark Five, good for medium range ocean transport, and often used
for coastal patrols.


“There’s Bravo dock,”
Gord said, pointing off to their right.


“And I think that’s the
harbor patrol boat, halfway down the dock,” Barry added.


“Let’s go say hello.”
She led the way, and in single file they traipsed down the sharp metal nonskid
gangway. The tide was out, steepening the angle. Larger vessels with deeper
drafts sat close by, requiring a deeper depth. Stepping onto the hardy planks
of the dock, she breathed in the sea air and it reminded her of shaking hands
with an old friend. She never could run far from the sea, always working near
it. It had to be in her blood, but she simply didn’t spend time on it, just
next to it. A cruise was a novelty.


At least fifty feet of
weathered but sea-worthy patrol boat lay against the jetty. Within a couple
seconds, a man appeared from the wheelhouse.


“Afternoon, I’m Captain
Themes. Welcome aboard!” he said, sporting a weathered complexion from a
lifetime on the sea and a broad smile. He jumped over the side and greeted them
with a handshake. “Watch your step, ma’am,” extending his hand to help her
onboard.


“Thanks for having us,
Captain.” She jumped to the gunwale and then the deck.


“So, you folks are from
the Base Command Center and Captain Redding says you need an in-depth tour of
the Port, so that’s what we’re going to do. Grab a lifejacket and get
comfortable. Ma’am…”


She held up her hand.
“Not ma’am, no more ma’am. I’m Kayla Banks.” The Captain grinned at her. “This
is Gord and Barry.”


He nodded at each of
them. “Go on into the wheelhouse and meet my crew. They were kinda wondering
who you were,” he said, giving her a friendly once-over.


She nodded and left
Captain Themes with Gord and Barry to meet the patrol boat crew.



 

* * * *



 

Gord watched the Captain
while a flutter of protectiveness pulsed through him. “I bet,” Gord said dryly,
easily reading the attraction in his eyes.


Themes unglued his gaze
from Kayla’s rear end, and raised his brow good-humoredly. “Beautiful woman.
She gets lots of attention, no doubt.”


Gord waited until Kayla
entered the wheelhouse and was out of earshot. “Not really.”


He shook his head not
understanding. “Why not?”


“Dunno. That’s just
Kayla,” he lied.


The Captain’s attention
swayed to watch Kayla as she shook hands with his crew. “How long have you
known her?”


“I’ve worked with her
for fifteen years, and nine years for Barry here.”


“She’s a nice lady,”
Barry added. “Although, you don’t want to piss her off.”


“Independent woman,
huh?” Captain Themes asked.


“Yup, most definitely,”
Barry stated. “And she bites if she has to.”


“Husband?”


“Nope. She’s never
really shared her personal life with us,” Barry said. “She lives to work. Kayla
always covers us if we need time off.”


Captain Themes offered
a quick smile. “Well, you guys get comfortable and we’ll drop the lines. I’m
going to show you every crack and crevice of the port. You’re going to need it
working in Base Command.” Themes strode toward the bow and waved to someone in
the wheelhouse, probably signaling they were dropping the lines.


“Nice guy,” Barry said,
stepping into the wheelhouse. “But he’s barkin’ up the wrong tree if he thinks
he’s gonna grab Kayla’s attention.”


Gord gave a short
laugh. “No shit. I’ve known her longer than you, and he doesn’t have a hope.”


“I don’t get why,”
Barry asked, taking a quick glance around the roomy, worn galley.


“And you don’t want to,
believe me, man. It isn’t something she’ll talk about, so don’t bother asking,”
he added, a harsh line seaming his lips together.


“What? You do know
something. What-up?” Barry tugged once on his elbow to stop him, but didn’t
look at him, instead watching a deckhand let go the stern line out the back
hatch.


“Barry, she’s starting
fresh. We all are. Leave it at that.” The taut command in his voice hopefully
enough to tell his friend the subject was closed.


“Come on, man, you
sound like there’s a deep dark secret or somethin’. Kayla’s my friend, too.
She’s like a big sister to me, least she gives me shit like one.”


“That’s because you’re
an asshole and deserve it,” Gord said, grinning at his friend. Barry had joined
them a few months after Kayla had been released from the hospital. Ten years
had passed since the incident that had almost taken her life. She didn’t speak
about it, nor did anyone who watched a determined Kayla with a heart of gold
wither in front of them until it was too late.


Nothing would make Gord
forget those long days when he sat beside her in the hospital, talking to her,
reading to her, watching for any sign that she was ready to come back to them.
It was a living nightmare, he never wanted to experience again. Days turned
into weeks, but eventually Kayla opened her eyes. She crawled, then she walked,
and finally ran, joining the world of the living again. Time—doesn’t always
heal all wounds. Kayla built a wall around herself. She only trusted one man, the
man who kept him company in the hospital. The man who held her hand, furiously
praying, badgering and pleading for her to open her eyes. Many times, Gord would
walk into the room and see him with his head resting against her heart, crying.
He would quietly back out, giving them privacy.


Guilt is an ugly
poison, attaching itself to an injured heart and regretful mind, but the man
who wept over a silent Kayla didn’t deserve it.


The warrior spent every
moment he had with her when he wasn’t deployed. The man was on a mission when
Kayla woke up, and he was the first person she asked about when they removed
all the tubes and equipment.


“So, you’re not going
to share,” Barry said giving him a rueful expression.


“No, I’m not.” He
glanced over his shoulder seeing Kayla in conversation with the crew circling
her. Two at least, had a hungry look in their eyes. “Think we better go save
her from those guys. They’re startin’ to look like a pack of wolves.”


“Gonna be a nasty
letdown for them.” Barry stopped him with a questioning look. “How come you
never—you know?”


He shrugged. “Cuz
someone else loves her, and doesn’t let anyone near her. Besides, she’s like a
big sister to me, too, and that’s just gross.”


“Are you talking about
that Lieutenant Commander she knows? The one who appears out of the blue
sometimes?”


“That’s the one. Come
on.”



 

* * * *



 

They toured for about
an hour and half and then a vessel hailed them on the Port working channel.
“Harbor Patrol, this is T-One Alpha, stop your vessel. We’ll be boarding on the
starboard side, assemble all persons on deck, over.”


Captain Themes picked
up the handset of the VHF radio, keying the press-to-talk button. “What’s the
problem, boys?”


“What’s wrong?” Kayla
asked, but Captain Themes just shrugged.


The voice on the radio
came back sharply. “Please do as instructed, Captain. Your vessel will be
boarded and searched, over.”


His eyes widened and
then he flashed a look at her. “Want to have a little fun?”


How could being boarded
and interrogated by the Navy be fun? She glanced behind her. “What kind of
fun?”


“It’s the SEALs,
they’re exercising, and using us.” He brought the mic to his mouth and said,
“Don’t think I’m going to stop today, boys, got a special cargo.”


“Stop your vessel now,”
the voice commanded sharply over the radio, “or you will be boarded as an
unfriendly. Intel says you’re carrying illegals. Your vessel will be searched.
Will you comply, over?”


“Give it your best shot,
boys, and by the way, if the illegals get to the water before you find them,
you’re buying me three rounds tonight.”


Five seconds of silence
passed on the radio and then, “Deal.”


The Captain hit the
stems full ahead. “You can’t outrun a RHIB,” she said, seeing two rigid-hull
inflatables gaining on them fast off their port and starboard quarters.


“Nope, this old girl
can only make about fifteen knots, but we’re gonna give them a run for their money.
Care to make it harder?”


She grinned. “Always up
for a challenge, Captain.” She gave Gord and Barry a wink as a little thrill
shot through her. “What do you want us to do?”


“Hide, and then when
they board, try to make your way to the water.”


“You want us to jump
in?” Gord asked, laughing at the same time.


“It’s just water, lad,
you’ll dry off.”


“It’s May guys, come
on—how cold can it be? This isn’t British Columbia,” she scoffed.


The RHIBs caught up
fast, even with the harbor boat giving her captain all she had. The guys scrambled,
and she scanned the wheelhouse quickly. A set of deep teak cabinets doubled as
a navigation table and created a buffer between the galley and the navigating
area. “What do you think, can I fit?”


“Go for it. I’ll try to
get them outta here.” They both watched as the first SEAL boarded the vessel.
“Hurry.”


Kneeling, she shimmied
backwards into the cabinet. The Captain knelt down in front of her, feeling
like a trapped rat, she gave him a crooked grin. Themes gave her a wink before
shutting the door and encasing her in darkness. The vessel slowed down and then
the lazy sway of the sea lobbed against the hull while they set to drift.


A lot of shouting began
as the SEAL team boarded. How the hell they all understood each other yackin’
out at the same time she didn’t know, but then again she could do the same
thing, listening to several comms at the same time and understanding everyone.


“Where is she?” a
gravelly voice called out, entering the wheelhouse.


“Think you got the
wrong boat, boys,” Captain Themes replied.


“Take him,” the voice
said.


“Have a seat, Captain,”
another voice ordered gruffly. The creak of old wood told her someone settled
on the bench behind her.


“Where are the
illegals?” a different voice barked.


“Small boat really, if
you can’t find ‘em maybe they’re not here,” the Captain drawled.


“Two men and one woman.
Where did you hide them?” Silence followed, Themes not giving in. “Captain, I’m
sure I saw a couple sharks swirling around out there. Swimming right now would
not be good for your health,” the guy added.


“Hey, I’ve done nothing
wrong, sir.”


Kayla covered her mouth
to muffle a laugh. Even though it was only an exercise these guys were playing
for real. Hoo-rah she mouthed the SEAL chant, at least she thought that was the
chant. Now, how the heck was she going to get out of here?


“Take him on deck.
Search the vessel," someone ordered. She held her breath, realizing the
guy barking the orders stood right in front of the cabinet.


“There’s not many
places to hide on this vessel, Commander.”


The Commander’s voice
filled the wheelhouse. Low and dangerous he said, “She’s one little woman, ya
think she’s swimming back? Find her.”


One little woman? Screw
him. One little Canadian woman, and
that was like ten normal gals. She waited, listening—and then cracked the door
when she couldn’t hear any more movement. Un-wedging her butt past the cabinet
frame felt like uncorking a wine bottle, reminding her she had to put a few
more miles of walking in each day. She slithered across the floor and peeked
around the corner. Heavy boots thumped across the deck above her. Peering down
the short, steep steps into the forward cabin, she saw it was clear. Radios
broke squelch all over the vessel as the team spoke to each other searching for
them.


“Got an illegal,”
someone squawked over the radio.


Gord or Barry had been
found.


Carefully, she slid
down the stairs to the forward cabin. There had to be an access to the chain
locker in there. She saw the hatch and carefully cracked the stem to open it.
“Please don’t squeak,” she whispered. “Yes!”


A waft of old iron from
the anchor chain struck her nose, mingling with the scent of burnt diesel from
the vessel’s engines. A familiar smell, one she loved. Looking into the inky
darkness of the chain locker, she saw a pinhole of light beamed from the hatch leading
to the upper deck. Stepping through the hatchway, she carefully closed the
heavy steel door behind her. Hopefully, no one got the idea to let go the
anchor while she was in here.


Heated conversations
snapped over the radios, and her insides jumped when the voice of the Commander
rose above the rest. He barked at his team. “Where is she?”


She bit down on her
lip. She’d done some time in the naval reserves before she enlisted. She was a
lot younger then, and was damn good at taking prisoners and keeping herself out
of the wet locker. Those days of agility were gone, and some mornings she
actually felt achy. Time was marching on, and her thirty-five years were
marching across her body with heavy boot prints. She refused to give in to the
thought of arthritis. Even though she’d had a bit of a rough ride in life, she
wasn’t going down without a thick gulp of denial.


She listened. Luck
would have to be on her side, she’d only have a second to throw open the hatch
and then get to the water. She listened again—silence, but they were probably
doing the same. She stepped carefully across the anchor chain. Grabbing hold of
the cool metal handle, she waited.


Silence.


Eyes would be
everywhere. There were eight or nine of them against her. Ah—no sweat. The next
time the Commander barked an order she’d go.


“Well, what the hell,
she’s not a fairy.” She heard his deep voice bellow at his team.


“Don’t know, Commander,
she’s not here. We’ve searched the entire vessel,” a different voice replied from
the deck above her.


“She’s here,” he boomed
back.


She threw back the
hatch, grabbing the thick plated edges of the upper deck and yanked herself
out. A SEAL stood not more than ten feet away.


“Behind you, Tinman,”
someone shouted.


She lunged toward the
gunwale, and with one hand heaved herself over the side. Cheers came from Gord,
Barry and the harbor patrol crew as she fell the fifteen or so feet then sliced
through the cool seawater, luckily clearing any RHIBs.


The ocean enveloped her
and a storm of salty bubbles rose with her to the surface. “Whoo-hoo,” she
cried out when she surfaced. Within a second, a RHIB stopped beside her. Hands clutched
her arms, and slid her over the side as if they were landing a big old halibut,
but someone saved her, catching her before she hit the deck.


Turning onto her hands
and knees, she looked up to see four men gazing at her with black and green
grease paint covering their features. They wore wide brimmed hats, sunglasses,
and bandannas wrapped around their heads. She remembered the movies she’d seen
about Navy SEALs and now she was face to face with them. How bizarre!


Sitting back on her
haunches, she said, “Hey guys. Looking for me?” Their facial camouflage made
them intimidating, but they were all smiling at her.


The navigator gunned
the powerful outboards once, and the RHIB veered away from the patrol boat as
one of the men spoke into a portable radio. “Snow White’s been captured,” he
reported.


“Captured, my ass,” she
said. “I made it to the water. Your Commander has to pay up.” All the guys
chuckled. “Give me that radio.” He obliged, holding it out to her. “SEAL Team
Commander this is,” She paused, rolling her eyes at the guy who had coined the
name. “Snow White, over.”


The Commander stood on
the bow of the ship with his arms crossed looking down at her. Geared up in
fatigues like his team, he radiated an aura of command, mostly because of his
physique. Long, muscular legs and a massive chest filled his clothes. Her heart
beat heavily. She wasn’t sure if it was intimidation or something else, the
feeling so foreign to her. His cap hid his dirty blonde hair. At least he had
some, compared to most men she’d seen on the base.


The Commander raised
the radio to his lips. “Go ahead, Snow White.”


“Commander, I believe
in the war of 1812 we Canadians kicked your Yankee butts out, and you haven’t
been back since,” she paused. “There might be a reason for that, over.” His
arrogant comments when they met had made her bristle, time for payback, in a
passive way of course. She winked at the men surrounding her. The Commander’s
head shook and he dropped his powerful arms to his sides for a moment. Was he
laughing? She doubted it, but it sure looked like it.


“Roger, Snow White. I
admit defeat. What will my surrender cost?” the Commander responded, his voice
carrying a warmer note.


The RHIB team waited,
their lips curling, then one of them said, “Make him pay big time.”


“No, I can’t rub his
nose in it, that wouldn’t be very Canadian of me.” Activating the press-to-talk
key, she said, “Commander, someone owes me a rum, and…I’d like your men to take
me for a ride on this vessel that’ll make my heart patter like a hail storm.”


Another SEAL walked up
beside him, almost as big as he was. The man leaned into him and said
something. The Commander nodded, raising the portable radio to his mouth. “You
heard her, men, take her for a ride. I doubt you can scare the shit out of her,
but try anyways.”


“Hoo-yah!” chorused the
men surrounding her.


“Guys, you wouldn’t
happen to have a dry shirt, would you? It’s actually bloody cold out here.”
Before she could even turn, a sand-colored camouflage shirt dangled in front of
her. “Okay,” she drawled, unable to subdue a grin. The SEAL with pearly white
teeth and dark smiling eyes had taken his own shirt off to give to her. Bulging
muscles cascaded across his chest and rippled down to his taut, sculpted waist.
Holy crap. “Turn around. All of you.”
She narrowed a look on him. He swept a jacket up and surrounded her in it.


“Eyes front,” he
ordered, and they obeyed, while she wiggled out of her wet shirt, replacing it
with the camo shirt that skirted her thighs.


“All right, gentlemen,
show me what you can do,” she ordered, rolling up the sleeves draped well past
her fingers.


The RHIB turned toward
open water and the helmsman put the paddles down. Wedged in one of only two
seats shaped like a saddle, the wind hit her full on with the powerful
outboards sending them above the waves, and churning the water astern of them.
When the helmsman cranked the wheel, the tight turn was enough to throw just
about anyone into the drink, and her thighs clutched the seat she straddled,
but she still had to grab the bare shoulder of the SEAL sitting next to her on
the deck. With a gentle but firm hand, he stabilized her. They ripped through
the sparkling water of the bay, dodging a few other military vessels on
exercise. Eventually, they returned to the dock at the same time the harbor patrol
boat threw her lines to the pier.


“Thanks men, that was
awesome.”


“You’re welcome,
ma’am,” a SEAL with the name Briggs on his pocket piped up.


“Any time, Snow White,”
another guy with chestnut blond hair and sharp blue eyes, shouted. They’d
called him Tinman, and he’d almost caught her on the vessel.


“Oh, God, that’s not
going to stick, is it?”


The SEAL with pearly
whites and a bare, rock-hard torso winked at her. “Think so, ma’am.”


She eyed him with her
cheeks puckering. “I think you should be calling me mom not ma’am,” she said,
accepting his hand before jumping to the oiled timbers of the wharf.


Gord and Barry jumped
to the wharf from the patrol vessel. Sauntering up the dock, she swung around
to give the SEALs a quick wave goodbye. The Commander and the other dark-haired
SEAL stood on the forward deck watching her. She couldn’t keep the grin from
her lips after kicking the Commander’s arrogance in the shins. Kayla didn’t
miss the low, sexy chuckle as she passed, or the way it unsettled her.

















 


 


 

Chapter Four



 

Kayla and her trainer,
John, sat at the console rehashing some geography as the end of the dayshift
neared. A week had already flown by since the fam trip. The phone rang and John
answered it. “Okay, sir.” Hanging up, he said, “Captain wants to see you.”


“Roger that, you got
this?”


“Yup, looks like a bit
of a busy stint coming up, don’t let the old guy talk too much. He likes to do
that, tell you his old war stories. I want you to work this, so get back here.”


“No problem.”


She leaned in the open
door and tapped on it. “Captain?”


“Kayla, come, and close
the door.”


Close
the door? She hated close the door discussions. Approaching,
she saw the Commander buried in paperwork.


“Kayla, have a seat,”
Captain Redding offered.


“Thank you, sir.”


Redding leaned forward
and gave her his usual warm smile. “I hear you had a successful familiarization
trip with a little excitement thrown in.”


“Yes sir, it was…ah,
fun.” What the hell. It was fun.


He reached for a file and
said, “Apparently you’re very good at tactical evasion as well as tactical
communications.”


“Well, I mean one woman
against eight SEALs, those are no odds at all.” A chuckle erupted from the
other desk. Her heart stopped in her chest and the smile slid from her lips
like something gooey on a hot hood. The thump of her pulse pushed away
everything else, seeing a rare smile on the Commander’s face. As her smile
disintegrated so did the Commander’s.


Redding cleared his
throat. The Commander rose from his chair. Muscles flexed beneath his neatly
ironed white shirt, pulling it taut. Daunting was a simpleton’s word to describe
the man who approached her with controlled strength pulsing and a noble step.
She’d hoped to have gotten used to him, like an overused headline on day old news.


“Well done, Snow
White.” He reached out his hand to her.


She grasped it, and it
swallowed hers whole. “Sir?”


“Something tells me I
should put you on the team. I didn’t know Canadians were so agile and sly,” the
Commander said, releasing her hand, too slowly.


Fierce eyes locked on
hers. Instead of letting him strip her bare, she turned to Captain Redding.
“You wanted to talk to me, sir?”


“I did. I wanted to say
congratulations. John says you’re ready to fly solo.”


“No, sir.”


The Captain’s eyes
widened with surprise.


“Sir, I’ve done this
for a long time,” she assured him. “I’ll know when I’m ready. I’m weak in
American policy, there are still some areas that need tightening up.”


The Captain glanced in
a file folder, and shook his head. “John doesn’t seem to think so.”


“I do. I know my
weaknesses,” she admitted, her heart paddling at a hundred miles an hour
knowing the Commander watched her.


“What do you think it’s
going to take?” the Captain asked, laying his hand flat on the desk.


“Two more weeks, maybe.
I’d like more time to run over the org charts again, which I’m doing at home.
This base has so many departments, whether military or extended agencies, and I
want to know those thoroughly.”


Captain Redding shot a
look in the Commander’s direction. “What do you think, Ghost? Should I let her
go on her own? I think she’s probably being too hard on herself.”


She twisted to see the
Commander burning her with a look, one she couldn’t describe, but she could
feel it.


“I think she can assess
herself quite well. I’d give her what she wants.”


“Two more weeks then,
but your partners Gord and Barry are already planning drinks with the guys to
celebrate graduation tonight.”


What had the Captain
said? The Commander’s statement, I’d give
her what she wants, made her pause. It wasn’t the words. It was the tone. “Sorry,
sir?”


“Gord and Barry are
graduating today, but I’ll give you two more weeks.” Redding closed the file on
his desk and eyed her with a doubtful expression.


“Have you warned her?”
the Commander asked.


“No, not yet.”


Crossing her legs and
clasping her knees, she gave the Captain her attention. “Warning, sir?” She
didn’t like the sound of that, and the Commander’s tone had fallen back to
serious.


A look of concern
crossed both the men’s faces. Redding breathed out heavily. “Kayla, have you
heard of our troubles here on base?”


The Blood Shark
headlines in the base newspaper shot to her mind, “Actually I have, if you’re
speaking about the serial killer.”


“I want you to be
careful, Kayla,” Redding warned in a fatherly way.


“I know, I’m right in
his hot zone, brunette, thirties—he must have something against his mother.”


The Commander placed
himself in front of her, leaning against the Captain’s desk. For a moment he
surveyed her, then put one knee to the floor so they were eye to eye. “This
isn’t a joke, Ms. Banks.”


“I realize that,
Commander, but I’m sure they’re working hard to find him.” Her heart flew off
into the atmosphere without getting clearance from her brain, the man was so
close to her.


“They are, but until
they do, you need to be careful. They think he’s working here on the base, and
that means access to all the women on it.” His voice softened to a low timbre.
“Don’t walk alone. Don’t put yourself in a vulnerable position.”


“I’ll be fine,
Commander, besides, he only hunts beaut…Thank you for the concern, sir.”


“Looks like the guys
are clearing out for the day. Are you going to join them?” the Captain asked,
pushing away from his desk.


“I have to work for
another hour or so.” She turned and saw Gord and Barry’s instructors shaking
their hands, and more of the Base Command guys stroll in, no doubt to join them
for a drink. She felt comfortable with them all, but she trumped all of them in
age. Her brows tightened. “I think I’ll just—”


“It’s custom to put one
back with the graduates. Captain Redding and I are going. Some of my team will
be joining us as well.” The Commander squared a gaze on her. “At times, their
lives will depend on you, Ms. Banks. You should know who they are.”


The Commander was
right. “Fine, one then.” She glanced up at him, but quickly put her attention back
on Captain Redding. Only one, she thought—a very quick one.


“Besides, I believe I
owe our resident Maple Leaf a drink, don’t I?” he said, without a hint of
pleasantry.


His words sounded like
a light-hearted tease, but his tone said something else entirely. The SEALs
lived paradoxical lives. It would take time to learn their idiosyncrasies. He
and his team dealt with countries wanting to annihilate anything American. They
fought a silent war. It was one of the most dangerous professions in the world,
and now she was part of that world.



 

* * * *



 

They rendezvoused at a
popular bar, mostly populated by base personnel. The lounge sat shore side.
Instead of smelling like stale beer and old wood, it wafted with a salty
breeze. The décor reminded her of old San Diego charm, with a hint of Mexico.
Large windows opened up to the ocean and a sprawling patio. Inside, tables jammed
the space with barely a hip’s width between them.


Making her way through
the tangle of chairs, a couple whistles bounced off the walls, and hence the
reason why she didn’t want to come. She was well past whistles and catcalls.
Suddenly they ceased, but it was because the Commander placed his hand on her
shoulder, steering her toward a set of tables in the back. That in itself said
a lot about who the man was and the respect he held.


“Commander, you’ve
brought company,” a man in his early thirties said, rising from his chair. A
lean, but very muscular body and dark Hollywood good looks came attached to the
guy who grinned at her. “Hello, I’m Mace Callahan,” he said, extending his
hand.


“Hi Mace, I’m Kayla.”


He laughed and pulled
out a chair for her. “She doesn’t recognize me without the grease on my face,”
Mace said. “You’ve got my shirt, Snow White.”


“Oh, right. I washed
it. I’ll leave it with the Commander.” She turned and introduced Gord and
Barry, as the rest of the Base Command staff found them. With the shuffle of
chairs and a few tables, they all managed to fit.


“Men, I think you
should talk to Snow White about how one little lady was able to evade all of
you,” the Commander said, giving them all a severe glance.


With just a look from
the Commander, the SEAL named Nathan moved over one seat, and the Commander sat
down beside her. She could tell he was giving them the gears, and she sensed it
wasn’t for the first time. Again, his words conflicted with his tone. Had she
read him wrong, was there still a man lingering behind the hardcore warrior?


“So, where were you
hiding to begin with?” Mace asked, sliding a finger across her hand to attract
her attention.


Her brows rose. “You
want me to give away trade secrets? Sorry, torture is the only way you’ll get
it out of me,” she stated, giving him a wink.


He laughed and leaned
back in his chair. “What can we get you? I think we all owe you one.”


“She’ll have rum,” the
Commander said, turning to look for a waitress.


“Rum, huh?” the man
who’d been introduced to her as Lieutenant Cobbs said. He was the SEAL who’d
been standing next to the Commander on the bow of the harbor patrol vessel.


He sat beside Mace, but
he was much larger in frame. Where Commander Austen’s features were true
Californian with dirty blonde hair, blue eyes, and a dimple in his chin, the
Lieutenant was dark, with sharp grey eyes, not to the mention very dangerous
looking. She knew the features of a man didn’t relay the true nature of him,
but she certainly wouldn’t want to be the enemy and have to stare Cobbs down.


“Commander,” a sexy
voice purred from behind them. “You’re back, that’s good to see.” A woman in
her late twenties with ample breasts mounding from her tight pink T-shirt, and
her navel ring visible above her low-slung jeans, closed in on him. “What can I
get you?”


“Amanda,” the Commander
greeted, his steely eyes warming as they shared a brief look.


Although she was no
Eleanor of Aquitaine, Kayla recognized sultry when she saw it. Amanda glued her
gaze to the Commander, and her chest rose a little quicker. She understood
completely, the Commander carried invisible weapons—an overpowering essence of
male, dominance. Translated, it came down to hot, hard and sexy.


Before long, there were
plenty of women hanging about. SEAL groupies, she figured. Gord and Barry
didn’t mind getting confused with the SEALs and grasped the opportunity with
both hands, as well as a couple of the girls. The bar flooded with bodies as
people came in on the Friday night to relax and put one back. A live band
rocked the place with sultry southern tunes.


Mace’s arm lay across
the top of her chair, and every time he talked to her, his fingers brushed her
shoulder. He’d moved around to her side as soon as Gord vacated it, and he
didn’t seem to want to give it up, even when a couple of blonde sweethearts had
tried to attract his attention. “They’re good, aren’t they?” he said, his mouth
far too close to her ear.


“They’re very good,”
she said, giving him a grin. Mace was just too cute, and way too young.


“The lead singer is a
SEAL, and the rest of the guys are support for Team Seven.”


“Really?” That
surprised her. They were damn good with the lead singer’s gritty voice swaying
with a languid chorus about New Orleans. She could almost feel the moist heat
against her skin and taste Cajun on her tongue.


She sipped on her
drink, enjoying the boisterous conversations around her. She’d already stayed
for one drink too many, and was thinking about leaving when the song ended.


The lead vocalists said
to the crowd, “Turns out I’m not the only singer in here tonight.”


She swiveled in her
chair and saw Barry standing beside the stage. Oh, shit! She was going to kill
him.


“Apparently the new
voice we’ve all been hearing coming from Base Command can carry a tune, and
she’s here tonight. Let’s see if we can coax her up here. Come on up, Snow
White.”


She shook her head
vigorously and turned away from the stage. Maybe if she hid under the table, no
one would find her.


“Snow White, yeah.”


The voices rose at her
table. She shook her head, dropping her gaze to her lap. Barry was definitely
going to rue this day. Mace and Tony jumped up and pulled on her hands, yanking
her right out of her seat.


“Make way,” they shouted.
She dug her heels in, but it wasn’t helping with the two muscle-bound men
practically picking her up and carrying her.


“Guys, really. I can’t
sing. Barry’s drunk.”


“Here she is folks,
give her a big hand,” the lead singer said, pulling her up onto the stage. “So
what’s it going to be, Snow White?” the guy asked, beaming a smile in her
direction, and curling his arm around her to give her a little reassurance.


She sighed and looked
out across the packed bar, and then at the guy on the keyboards. “Someone Like You by Adele.” The guy on
the electronic piano nodded. The crowd applauded, and she took the microphone.
“I sure hope you’re all drunk enough to forgive me after this.”



 

* * * *



 

“Sit down,” Tony and Lieutenant
Cobbs yelled out at almost the same time.


His team certainly was
taken with her, Thane thought. He turned his chair toward the stage as the
piano man’s fingers introduced the sweet but sad melody. When the first notes
rolled from her tongue, he leaned forward. Her throaty tones curled around him
like Egyptian silk, and when she hit the chorus, the power of her vocals
speared every heart in the room, but for certain—his.


“You’re gawking,
Ghost,” he heard Red say next to his ear.


He didn’t bother
denying it, but he closed the gap between his lips, and hung onto his swelling
heart because it had never hammered in his chest like this before. She had
definitely increased his pulse when he’d first seen her, but hell… Every man
and woman in the place went silent, and when she hit the chorus again with that
damn voice, people jumped to their feet realizing they were seeing something
incredible, putting their hands together clapping and calling out to her.


Kayla had everyone in
her spell until the song ended. He didn’t remember getting to his feet, but that’s
where he was, like everyone else. She gave a quick little bow, offered the
piano man a thank you, and departed the stage.


Hands accosted her as
she made her way back to the table. Two sailors jumped in front of her and
kissed her on the cheek. Kayla had almost made it back when a hand shot out and
grabbed her. She jerked to a halt, her smile dissipating. Something flashed in
her eyes as she tried to pull away. Fear? Anger?


A fierce slice of
concern shot through him, and set his feet in motion, but he stopped. With a
sedate smile and a couple of words, the guy released her. She clutched her
wrist and flexed her fingers as she carried on. He’d hurt her, although her
expression revealed nothing.


The team practically
assaulted Kayla with hugs when she reached their table. She gave them all a thank
you, then leaned over for her purse. Without a word of goodbye, she turned for
the door.



 

* * * *



 

Man, she had to leave.
These crazy buggers had to be all stone deaf or seriously pie-eyed. A hand
gently grasped her shoulder when she straightened up, and the Commander leaned
into her.


“Are you leaving?”


“Yes, sir, I have an
early start tomorrow. I take the bus. I don’t live on the island. By the time I
get home it’ll be after eleven.” She flipped the strap of her purse across her
shoulder. “Good night, sir.”


He paused for a moment,
searching the crowd, then his attention dropped to her. “I’ll give you a ride
home.”


His stare was enough to
pin anyone to the wall and keep them there, and she wasn’t exempt. “Thank you for
the offer, Commander, but I don’t need a ride.”


“Then I’ll walk you out
to the bus stop.”


A bristle began to
creep up her neck. “I’m fine, sir. It’s a short walk.” He wasn’t more than six
inches away from her as they tried to hear each other over the loud music.


“I didn’t think
Canadians were so stubborn.”


His warm breath brushed
her cheek, causing her to choke on her own air. “I’ve worked hard at it,” she
snapped back. “Take care, Commander.” A sour pang churned in her chest. It
always happened when someone tried to show her concern. She rejected it
outright. If she accepted it once, it would feel too good, and not having it
again would feel twice as bad.


The Commander’s hand
stopped her when she tried to shuffle a chair out of her way, and did it for her
instead. “I’m walking you out and making sure you get on that bus, Ms. Banks,
that’s an order.”


Why was he so damn
insistent, correction—pushy. “I’m civilian,” she quipped.


“And you’re working on my base.”


She took an
uncomfortable step back. They were too close, and his aftershave settled in her
senses with an unexpected hunger for more. “Your
base?”


“That’s right.”


“Are you leaving,
Kayla?” Mace asked, appearing beside her. “I’ll give you a ride home.”


She rested a hand on
his shoulder. “Thanks, Mace, but I’m fine. It was nice to meet you.”


The Commander placed
warm fingers against the hollow of her back. “I’ll walk her to the bus stop,
Petty Officer Callahan.”


Mace glanced at both of
them and nodded. “Kayla, I was thinking—”


Lord, he wasn’t going
to…? “I’ll be listening for you. Take care, Mace,” she said, feeling the
Commander gently prod her.


“You definitely will,
Kayla,” and then surprised her when he brushed her cheek with a kiss.


Commander Austen’s gaze
churned with disapproval. “Ms. Banks.” He made a path through the people toward
the back patio. Being as large as he was it was easy for her to follow. “What
are you the Commander of? I thought it was SEAL Team One,” she asked.


He cocked his head at
her. “Not exactly.”


Stopping, he held his
arm out, prompting her through the door. People mingled on the patio, filling
it to capacity. Torches set on each corner flickered in the warm wind. She’d
love to stay longer and sit out here enjoying the evening. It wasn’t often she
went out any more—she’d left all her gal pals in Canada. “What, exactly?”


“All of them,” he said
with a low timbre that rattled her nerves.


She’d heard about this
man, but only in generic terms. Someone had told her he and the President
talked behind closed doors. Apparently, he put himself out in the front line
instead of sitting back like most of the men who made the decisions. Warfare
was in his blood and he was famous. They called him “The Ghost” but she didn’t
know why.


A busboy, gripping a
tub of dirty dishes, dodged around them. “Good night, Commander, ma’am.”


Before turning the
corner at the end of the building, she stopped. “Who was that?”


“His father works on
the base. Although there are five thousand permanents and seven thousand
transients, it’s like a small town. The longer you stay, the more people you’ll
get to know.”


She scanned the patio
and the lively crowd. “I suppose so.”


“You’re sure you want
to leave?” he asked, tilting his head as if he could read her desires.


“I’m a little out of
practice with all-nighters.” She pushed the wooden gate open, and turned toward
him. The Commander’s muscular frame brushed against hers, and she quaked
inside. “I’ll be fine, Commander, why don’t you go back inside?”


“Ms. Banks, there is a
serial killer on the loose, and you fall within his profile.”


“Not exactly,” she
argued.


He pinned her with a
heart-stopping look. “Brunette and extraordinarily beautiful. I would say
exactly the profile,” he stated without a single hint of warmth. “After you.”


The heat of his body
radiated into hers as he wrapped his arm around her, guiding her away from the
crowd. Anxious energy tore through her, and she calmly ignored it, at least on
the outside.


People always populated
the roadways, but it had thinned at this hour. The Commander guided them along
the shoreline, leading her through a few desolate areas. Suddenly, she was glad
he was with her.


“What made you decide
to cross the border?” he asked, keeping his step slow since her stride was
nowhere near as long as his.


“I don’t want to sound
unfaithful to my home, but it might come out that way.”


“You didn’t like the
temperature of the environment in other words.”


She glanced up at him
and cleared her throat. “Something like that.” She wasn’t good at lying and
kept her answers short. There was a reason. A very good reason, but he would
never know it.


“Canada isn’t as
generous with their funds these days.”


“That’s correct. That
and many other things, but yes. Besides, it’s a lot warmer here, and I’ve kinda
fallen in love with the balmy California breeze.”


He nodded, but didn’t
return a smile. If she didn’t know better, she’d have thought he was testing
her again. It didn’t take long to realize that’s exactly what he was doing. She’d
do the same in his shoes, wanting to be sure she was solid enough to do her job,
working closely with the Special Warfare ops. For her, there was no mystery
when it came to tactical operations. She’d learned it as new technology bloomed
over the last two decades, but he didn’t know that.


Passing though a narrow
corridor between two old buildings, she stopped and turned on her heel, looking
behind them. A streetlight splashed an area of roadway fifty feet away, near
the entrance. She peered into the darkness. The sound of someone running with
short steps caught her ear.


The Commander turned
swiftly, seeing she wasn’t by his side anymore. “Ms. Banks?”


She took a step, but
instantly his hand flashed to her waist and drew her back. Even with the
Commander so close, the hair stood up on the back of her neck. Someone was
there, in the dark, watching them. Maybe it was just the hype around the base,
but she didn’t think so. “I don’t see anyone,” she said quietly.


“Stay here,” he ordered
and retraced their steps.


Her heart began to drum
hard in her chest the farther away he got. Within a few paces, he was a shadow
moving through darkness. The skin on her arms pricked with fear.


“Commander?”


He reached the end of
the alley and walked beneath the light. At the same time her senses warned her
someone was behind her and she whirled around, but the quick scream had already
escaped her.


“Ma’am, it’s all right.”
A security officer raised his hand and took a step back.


The Commander’s arm thrust
her against his body before the next thump of her heart.


“Commander, good
evening. I’m sorry, sir, I thought she was alone.”


“No, she’s fine. I’m
taking her to the bus stop.”


The security officer
surveyed them both. “Is everything all right?” he asked her.


“Yes, thank you.” Her
cheeks burned with embarrassment. Thank God he couldn’t see her. “Sorry about
that.”


“Good night, then.” The
security guard strode past them, continuing on his patrol.


She felt ridiculous,
but her embarrassment was quickly replaced by a wave of heat from the
Commander’s protective hold. His strength made her weak, and ratcheted her
insides tight. “I’m sorry Commander, I thought I heard—”


He drew her along with
him, glancing over his shoulder. “I heard it, too, but there’s no one there
now.” He gave her a concerned glance. “It was probably just another security
patrol. They’ve tripled the staff in and around the base since the murders
began.”


She appreciated the
lie, but security didn’t run in short bursts, as if stalking them.


They reached the bus
stop, which was empty of other people. The security hut at the entrance to the
base, manned twenty-four seven, sat close by. Reaching her hand out to him, she
said, “So do I pass the interview, Commander?” Being professional was hard when
her damn heart wouldn’t stop hopping around like a rabbit inside her.


A tepid smile slid
across his lips as he took her hand. He didn’t shake it, instead—he held it
gently. “Yes.”


“That’s my bus,” she
said, reading the digital sign at the top as it approached. “Thank you,
Commander, for the drink, the interview, and the escort.”


“You’re welcome, Ms.
Banks.” He paused and searched the area behind them. “I would feel better if
you’d let me drive you home.”


“No, thank you, sir.”


The doors of the bus
opened with a hiss. She stepped up without looking back. There was no point.
Why the hell would a man like him walk her to the bus stop—other than an
interrogation?


“Ms. Banks.”


When she turned, the
intensity of his gaze stopped her breath, but not the shudder that threatened
to topple her. Controlling her emotions was something she used to be good at.


“It’s been a pleasure.”
He bowed his head slightly and the Ghost disappeared into the darkness.

















 


 


 

Chapter Five



 

“Close the door please,
Mace,” the Commander ordered as the team took their seats.


By the tone of his
voice, Mace knew they had a new mission, and they all waited quietly. Art, an
NSA liaison, sat behind a laptop at the Commander’s desk. Captain Redding hit
the lights.


A still image of two
men came up on the wall. “The man on the right is Alheed Kazhar. He runs a
terrorist cell in Nicaragua. We’ve been tracking him for months and he’s
finally shown himself. The man on the left is Mohammad Tohler. He’s Al-Qaeda’s
version of head of intelligence. Although when it comes to Al-Qaeda that’s an
oxymoron,” Art threw in.


The men nodded, but it
didn’t bring much laughter. The war on terrorism would never end. They all knew
the States had attracted the snake’s eye, and they’d never be rid of it or out
of a job.


Art changed the slide,
bringing up a geographic map. “They’ve placed themselves in a heavily populated
area operated by the Serpiente drug cartel. Apprehend both of these
individuals. If they are not willing to give the information we are looking
for, your orders are to neutralize.” The cursor hovered over a small seaside
town at the southern end of the country. “San Juan del Sur is where you’ll find
them. This town borders on Panama. You will access and extract by sea. The
Commander will go over the geography and the plan with you in the next five
days. Flippers in the water on the sixth.”


“Thanks, Art,” the
Commander said. As he always did, his gaze crossed every face. “You have
tonight off, men. Tomorrow, oh-seven-hundred hours, rally in the planning room.
This one won’t be easy, and seeing where and who we’re going up against, I’m
bringing in some specialists from Teams Three and Seven as well. There are only
two plausible outcomes for Mohammad and Kazhar. Kazhar is chattel, but Mohammad
is a big fish, and we need to land him.”


The lights switched
back on, and Art tucked his computer under his arm and left.


“What the hell is that?”
Mace said, his nose twitching, and his head swiveling to find the source.


“Whoa, does that smell
good,” Tinman crooned, his head craning around looking at their Master Chief.


“Don’t look at me,
Tinman, I don’t smell like that,” Fox said then laughed.


The Commander opened
the blinds and they watched Kayla walk into the Command center for her evening
shift, carrying something in her arms.


“Ah, she’s baking
again. God, I’m glad I hired that woman,” Redding said, his expression breaking
into a grin.


“Baking,” Mace blurted.
He was off the floor and out the door, with the Commander barking at him to
stay put, but nothing was keeping him from that smell. Just before he got to
her she swiveled, and he almost ran into the tray Kayla held in her arms. “Hey,
Snow White, what’s up?” he said, his attention glued to the tray covered in a
tea towel.


She laughed at the
expectant look on his face. The rest of the guys had abandoned ship as well and
circled them.


“Hi, Mace, something
attract your attention?” she asked innocently. “By the way, I have your shirt.”


“Can I hold that for
you?” he asked, knowing heaven was under that towel.


Her cheeks puckered
with a gorgeous smile. “Sure, why don’t you take it, just leave a couple for
the evening and night shift, okay?”


He carefully swept the
towel off, and his tongue practically dripped with love. “Cinnamon rolls! I
love these,” and they were huge. She draped his shirt, washed, ironed and
folded across his other arm.


The rest of the team,
including the Commander, leaned in like a pack of wolves. She washed my shirt
and made me cinnamon rolls,” he said, knowing he sounded like an overzealous
kid.


“She didn’t make you the cinnamon rolls, shithead,” Fox jeered,
reaching for one.


“Here.” He thrust the
tray into Nathan’s hands and tossed the shirt on a desk. With five long
strides, he curled her in his arms, giving her a huge kiss on the cheek. “I
love you Kayla, please marry me?”


The guys all groaned,
but the Commander didn’t look amused at all. Kayla burst out laughing, and
pinched his cheek. “Absolutely not, but I might adopt you Mace, you’re too
cute.”


Kayla wiggled from his grip
and dropped her bag by the console, taking the handover from the dayshift.


“She said no,” Mace
moaned, and then looked over at the guys who were accosting the pan like a
bunch of buzzards. “Hey, hey, hey, leave one for me.” Tony’s mouth hovered over
his roll, and he yanked it just before his teeth sunk into it.


“I haven’t had one yet,
asshole,” Tony complained.


“Too bad,” Mace said,
holding his right arm out as far away from Tony as he could. Suddenly the roll
was ripped from his own fingers. “What the—?”


The Commander already
had a good chunk in his mouth. He jerked his head and his brows shot up. “Huh,
wow, these are good, aren’t they?” The Commander peered over his shoulder at
Kayla, who’d sat down and was busy checking incoming field reports. The smile
vanished and he fixed a steely stare on her.


What a shame, Mace
thought to himself—Kayla was so sweet. Although the Commander was a great man
and a true warrior, he didn’t believe in longevity when it came to women,
whether it was between the sheets or at the base. He probably thought Kayla was
here to find a husband. Nature did take its course at times between base
personnel, but he didn’t believe that’s what Kayla was doing here.


The SEAL groupies were
mostly too young for the Commander, but he used them and set them adrift plenty
of times. When women found out who he was, they hoped for a shot at being an
Admiral’s wife one day. Not one of them held on to their hopes for long. The
Commander could make things tough for Kayla. And right now, his look said
that’s exactly what he wanted to do. Screw that!


“Kayla?”


She lifted a finger in
the air, in a “give me a second” gesture. Finishing a call on the radio, she
rolled her chair to face him.


“You, me and the best
steak in San Diego, tomorrow night.” He strolled up to her and leaned over,
grabbing the arms of her chair. “Texas cattle can kick Alberta’s beef any day.”
Throwing in the challenge was a hook he didn’t think she could refuse.


Kayla erupted into a
laugh. “Mace, I—”


“Mace,” the Commander
said sharply.


“Yes, sir.” Shooting a
look over his shoulder, he blinked, seeing the Commander wore a severe
expression. The one he saved for killing someone.


“Lieutenant Kale wants
your assistance tomorrow night for exercises with BUD/S.”


What the hell? He’d
just seen Kale two hours ago, and he hadn’t said anything. He darted a look
toward Tony, his best friend. Usually they got extra assignments with the BUD/S
recruits together. Tony shrugged.


“You’re volunteering,” the
Commander added.


What
the frig? “Yes, sir.”


“For the next five days,”
the Commander added.


Great.


Kayla’s lips bowed into
a beautiful smile. “Work before play, Petty Officer Callahan.” She winked at
him.


Oh, she wasn’t getting
off that easy. “The exercises will be over around eleven. I’ll come get you
after your shift.”


“Petty Officer Callahan. Office,” the Commander ordered.


What
now?


 “Night, Red,” the Commander said, stepping out
of his way.


“Night, men,” Red
tipped a finger to his head and left.


“Close the door, Mace.”


It was a definite order
and the underlying hum of agitation in the Commander’s voice wasn’t missed
either. “Sir?”


“Ms. Banks is
concentrating on her job right now,” he began, strolling to his desk and
sitting on the edge, crossing his arms, then pinning a stormy gaze on him. “I
suggest you let her do that.”


“With all due respect,
Commander, I don’t think she wants to study at twenty-three hundred hours after
a full shift. In fact, last week she worked two double shifts.”


“I know her schedule,
Mace.”


He
did?
Kayla probably couldn’t move an inch without him scrutinizing and looking for a
reason to get rid of her. “Sir—”


“Mace, this is not up
for debate.”


“Sir, I asked her to
dinner.”


“You asked Ms. Banks to
marry you.”


“She said no.” The
Commander’s scowl deepened. If that wasn’t enough of a sign he was pissed off,
the bear trap jaw that could snap orders and your head off, took on a rigid
edge. 


“Although you don’t
work together, there is protocol.”


“Protocol?” What the hell was he talking about?
There wasn’t any protocol, except within departments, and only classified ones.
“Sir, she shouldn’t be walking by herself after work with the Shark roaming
around.”


The muscles in his arms
tensed. “She’s not.”


“Yes, she does. I
caught her doing it three nights ago, and I’ve been walking her to the bus
every night.”


“I know that.”


Holy shit! The Commander had been following her?
“Sir, um—”


“Mace, I don’t want you
fraternizing with my Ka…with my staff. Do you understand?”


Technically, Kayla and
he did fall under the Commander’s command, but Captain Redding was her direct
reporting officer. With him being a SEAL, and she working in another
department, they weren’t breaking any rules. “Sir, again with all due respect,
why do you care?”


The Commander had
leniency, but an order was a different matter. “Because it’s not appropriate.”


Appropriate!
What the fuck was going on here? “She doesn’t know
anyone here, sir.”


“I’m sure she’ll make
friends.”


“I never see her
talking to anyone else. She comes, she works, she leaves.”


The Commander glared at
him, working his cheek at the same time. “I’m sure you have plenty of other
women to keep you company, Mace. Ms. Banks has enough on her plate right now.
She doesn’t need you chasing her skirt.”


“Commander, she’s from
another country.”


“Obviously.”


“She doesn’t have a
family. I’m just trying to be a friend.” Okay, so maybe he wanted more than
that and knew it was unlikely, but hell… “She’s got you glaring at her all the
time like you hate her and want her to leave.”


His scowl
disintegrated. “Did she say that?”


He crossed his arms over
his chest. “Maybe.”


The Commander’s head
swiveled toward the ops room, and his brows flexed with concern. “That’s not my
intent.”


“Maybe not, sir, but
that’s how it’s coming across.”


“I’ll talk to her.”


“She’s not concerned.
She says she’s survived far worse than you.”


A rare grin cracked the
Commander’s expression. “Did she now?”


“We’re deploying in a
few days, and Kayla doesn’t seem to take the threat of the Blood Shark
seriously.”


The Commander sighed,
palming the edge of the desk. “I know that, too, but I’m not sure why.”


“She’s right in the
Shark’s zone.”


“I agree, she’s exactly
what he’s hunting.”


His frustration
stalled. “You mean brunette.” A thought stirred in the back of his mind, but he
disregarded it instantly.


“That—yes, but her age
and...” He cleared his throat. “Ms. Banks is an intelligent woman. She’ll take
precautions.”


“Hasn’t so far, sir,
that’s why I’m worried.” He watched the Commander, his expression unreadable.


“She hasn’t mentioned
anything to you, has she?”


“About what, sir?”


The Commander gave a
small shrug. “About her life before coming here.”


“Why, is there
something wrong?”


Folding his hands
together and with a quick narrowing of his eyes, he said, “She’s…” He cleared
his throat again, “different than the other women I’ve seen come in here. Her
work is exemplary.”


“I’m not suggesting how
to command, sir, but maybe you should tell her that.”


“Red will give her an
evaluation like everyone else, Mace.”


Typical Commander
Austen, he didn’t compliment. You only knew when you screwed up, and in short
order, otherwise you could take it for granted you were doing a descent job.
He’d explained that to Kayla as well. 


“Getting back to the
point of this conversation, you don’t have to be concerned about her safety,”
the Commander said, gazing through the window in her direction.


The Commander
continually strategized. If he’d been watching her already, then he probably
had a plan to keep her safe. He might not like her working in Base Command, but
he wasn’t a heartless bastard either. “Sir?”


“Hmm, yes, Mace?”
jerking his attention back to him. “Right—you can stand down. Nothing is going
to happen to Snow White. I’ll have security escort her.”


Why did he feel like he
was trying to play chess against the master? “I don’t mind escorting her.”


“Not necessary,” the
Commander said sharply and rose from his desk.


This made no sense at
all. “Are you giving me a direct order to stay away from her?” He shook his
head. “I don’t get it.”


The Commander shot a
warning look at him. “Do I have to?”


Mace chewed on his lip,
and mustered a hefty set of balls. “I don’t think you can, sir. What we do in
private isn’t the Navy’s business.” He
was fuckin’ dead. “To be honest, she’s beautiful and she’s nice. Can you
blame me?”


The Commander’s body
stiffened and he took a deep breath. Strolling around his desk, he sat down,
and lowered a look on him like a sailing ship lowers a boom. His lips twitched.
“I suppose not.”


He took that as—what?
He wasn’t sure.


“Ms. Banks is a—charming
woman.”


A flicker in the
Commander’s tightened jaw signified he was still pissed. They both looked
through the window into the ops room as the rest of the team filtered out. “What
little I know of her, and she doesn’t share much, I really like—a lot.”


“I can see that,” the
Commander responded with a disapproving tone.


One of the guys knocked
on the door, probably Tony. He wanted to stop by Breakers tonight and throw
back a few.


The Commander’s head
bobbed. “Your wingman needs you. I’d suggest you find some young thing at the
bar to keep you occupied.”


How the fuck did he do
that? It was like he could read minds, and he did it all the time. “Yeah, team’s
hitting Breakers.”


“Do that.”


“I’ll be back at eleven
to pick up Kayla.” He didn’t give a shit what the Commander wanted, although he
couldn’t figure out why he was so against them spending time together.


“She’s my
responsibility. You can focus on other things. Now get the hell outta here, and
stop panting at her ankles. You haven’t got a hope in hell. You’re dismissed,
Petty Officer Callahan.”

















 


 


 

Chapter Six



 

“Ms. Banks, this is a
fine neighborhood with schools—”


“I don’t have
children,” she said, crossing her arms and getting the distinct feeling her
choice of realtors was a poor one. With dark eyes and his hair overly coiffed,
he looked too slick for her liking. Taking him up on his offer to show her some
good bargains in real estate seemed like a good idea at the time. The expensive
gold nugget rings on his fingers said he was either a crook or very good at his
job. She was leaning toward crook.


“The area has some
great parks and—”


“I kind of wanted
something on the oceanfront. Maybe La Jolla,” she added. “I take the bus to
work so it has to be close to a bus line.” She wasn’t quite sure where they
were, but quite a few miles to the west by the looks of it. Surrounded by
desolate beach and sparsely inhabited hillside, it just didn’t feel right.


“There are so many bus
lines in San Diego you could throw a rock and hit one,” he stated, waving his
hand through the air.


“Mr. Summers, maybe I
should—”


“This is a very good
area for singles as well,” he said.


If they didn’t stop
interrupting each other’s sentences, they weren’t going to get anywhere. “I
think maybe I should do a little more homework, then I can give you exactly the
area I’m looking for.” They stood on a seawall winding its way along the shore.
The waves rolled up the sand with a peaceful crawl, and the sun beat down on
them, but something just wasn’t right.


“Real estate is pretty
hot right now, Ms. Banks. You might like something I show you, but within a day
it’ll be…” His eyes widened, and he took a disconcerted step backwards.


“Is something wrong?”


“I doubt that’s the
case.” There was a pause and then the deep voice continued with a dangerous
edge. “Chester, is it?”


She recognized the
voice immediately and swung around. The Commander towered above her, his upper
body glistening with sweat. The pecs on the man bulged and rolled into sexy rolls
of rock-hard abs. His hands rested on his hips just above his jogging pants,
appearing relaxed. So why the hell did she feel waves of power radiating from
him like a nuclear reactor had gone off? “Ah, Commander Austen, hello.”


“Ms. Banks.” His cool
blue eyes burned with agitation as he looked over her head at Mr. Summers. The realtor
backed up another step closer to his car with the big splashy logo that touted,
Chester Summers a realtor you can rely on,
and his face plastering most of the door.


“I thought I would show
Ms. Banks some real estate options, since she’s new to the area.”


“Then why aren’t you?”
he asked sharply. “She works on Coronado, what are doing in Oceanside? She
takes the bus.”


“Yes, sir,” Summers
said, uncomfortably “I just thought,” He paused. “Are you her—are you a friend?
She hadn’t really indicated what it was she wanted, so I just went ahead and
showed her some good opportuni—”


“I think—” the
Commander began, putting up his hand for Summers to shut down his slimy
excuses, and gazed into her eyes. “You should use a friend of mine. He’s a good
realtor. He’ll show you what you want to see.”


She nodded. “Thank you
for the offer, Commander.”


“Did you drive here or
did Chester bring you?” he asked.


“Ah, well—he did.”


His chin shot up and he
gave Summers another cool glance. “I’ll take you home. Thanks for your
time—Chester.”


Walk away with a slimy
realtor and get inundated with a guilt trip about how much time he’d spent with
her thus far, showing her everything except what she wanted to see, or go with
the Commander. Yeah, that choice took all of a second. Follow the panty-melting
Adonis, tough one.


“Not the wisest choice
of realtors,” the Commander noted as he steered her in the direction of a
parking lot a couple hundred feet away.


“I know. I’d pretty
much decided to deep-six him after today.” Sand rolled on for miles, but few
people were enjoying it. “Do you live around here, sir?” she asked, keeping her
eyes front instead of savoring his toned shape. Ogling one of her bosses was not
professional, but the man was architecturally perfect in every biological
sense.


“I have a place on
Coronado. It’s really too big for me, but I like the area and it has what I
need when I’m home.” He glanced along his molded shoulder at her. “You’ll have
to excuse the uniform. I was out for a jog.”


She shook her head and
kept her eyes on the scenery. The California hills grew like brown mounds from
the rocky ground. Green foliage sprouted here and there where someone had taken
the time to use their green thumb and a lot of water. Houses dotted the
hillside and palm trees instead of tall Cedar trees like she was used to,
sprung from backyards. What was he doing so far away from the base? There were
miles of beach closer than this if he lived in one of the developments on the
island. “This seems like a nice area, although a little quiet.”


“I don’t think you’d be
comfortable here.” He stopped at a silver-green Aston Martin. Obviously, commanders
made more money than she thought. Popping the trunk, he grabbed a towel and
dried himself off. Seeing men sweat didn’t do a thing for her, at least until
now, watching the cloth glide over his tanned, taut skin. She glanced away, but
not before seeing the fine hair that drew a line from his sexy navel to below
his waistline. A naughty pulse stabbed between her thighs. Merde. She hadn’t felt that part of her take a gasping breath for a
long time.


Pulling a shirt over
his head, it nestled against him like a second skin. It would take her a while
to forget what lay under the fabric. He had to be in his thirties like her. A
SEAL required strength and agility, and every ripped rolling muscle on his body
confirmed it. A couch potato would never last a day as a SEAL.


The Commander glanced
at his watch and crossed his arms on the roof of the car. “It’s almost dinner
time,” he said.


“You can drop me off at
a bus stop or point me in the right direction.” A couple with their arms
entwined caught her attention. Young and obviously in love, she watched them. Noting
the Commander’s silence, she looked over the car at him.


He offered a half-smile,
“I’m taking you home at least.”


She deliberated for a
second, and then opened the door. They drove the highway running along the
ocean, and she settled back in the comfortable seat to watch the sun begin its
afternoon arc. The traffic wasn’t very heavy and the Commander kept a light
foot on the accelerator.


He cleared his throat
and looked over at her. “There must be a lot of waterfront property where you
come from?”


Tucking her elbow on
the top of the door and propping her head in her palm, she said, “Not unless
you want to live in a tent by a tree, otherwise the price is a little
prohibitive.”


“What Chester the
sleazebag said, isn’t exactly true. Real estate is in a slump right now. You’re
probably going to get a great deal with some patience.”


“I hope so. Patience I
have. Things are a little different here than in Canada, but I’ve been approved
for a mortgage, and I think I can get what I want. I can’t wait to wake up in
the morning and have coffee on my balcony, looking out over the ocean.” Just
the thought brought a huge smile to her lips.


“I can see that,” he
said, changing lanes and overtaking a slow poke ahead of them.


She hadn’t learned her
way around yet, but a large green sign and a small strip mall cued her to the
fact they’d just roared past her street. “Um, I think you just missed my
turnoff.”


Another grin crossed
his lips. That was two in the span of thirty minutes. Now she wished he’d go
back to his steely expression, because the smile made him look like a totally
different man. A very sexy, warm-hearted one—double shit!


“I just made a command
decision.”


She raised a brow at
him. “Dinner in La Jolla?” she asked.


He cocked his head
without looking at her. “Dinner, yes, La Jolla—no.”



 

* * * *



 

People swarmed the
sidewalks in front of little shops filled with bikinis and T-shirts, knickknack
stores and an ice cream shop. “I love this place,” she said, turning on the
sidewalk to see it all. It was so quaint, the red peaked roofs reminding her of
a scene from the Nantucket coast.


Offering another rare
smile, he said, “I thought you might.” He placed a guiding but gentle hand on
her back, and steered her toward a restaurant, where he asked for a table
overlooking the ocean.


Red and white checkered
cloths adorned each table, and a glass wall hindered the wind, but not the view.
They followed the host, who seated them at the last available table closest to
the water. Fun energy pulsated in the little tourist area known as Ferry
Landing. A warm and friendly atmosphere with a mix of people from old timers to
young couples strolled by. “This would be perfect. What do you think the
chances are of a condo being available around here?”


“Let’s find out.” He pulled
his cell and sat back in his chair. “Hey, Don. Yeah, all’s well, how’s Casey
and the girls?” He paused. “She’s walking? Ah, that’s great, man. That’s good
to hear. Listen I have a…a woman I know who’s transferred here. She’s lookin’
for a place, and she likes the Landing.” He paused again. “Uh-huh. She’s in the
market for a condo, maybe two bedrooms, oceanfront for certain, big balcony,”
he explained, giving her a wink. “Sure, I don’t think she’d mind that at all,
we’ll be done in an hour. We’re at the Italian place in the Landing. All right,
see ya then.” He laid the phone down on the table.


A wink? He’d just
winked at her. Maybe this was Commander Austen’s twin brother with a soul,
because the one she’d known up until now certainly wasn’t this human. All he’d
ever offered her was a critical eye. “He’s coming now, seriously?”


“Don’s an old friend.
We’ve known each other since grade school. He did okay becoming a realtor,” he
said, picking up his fork. “He usually caters to the higher end of the food
chain, but he thinks he has something you’ll like.”


She wanted to lunge
across the table and she practically did, but stopped herself, remembering who
she was with. “That’s incredible, thank you so much.”


He cleared his throat
and gazed at her with those unbelievable eyes. “You’re welcome.”


Turning her attention
to her meal, the fattest prawns she’d ever seen lay over a bed of creamy pasta.
Why the hell didn’t she have a salad, remembering the way she’d unplugged her
butt from the cabinet on the patrol vessel. Then again, it didn’t really matter
how age decided to spread her fanny. No one was looking at it. She twirled the
strands around her fork. “When will you deploy again?”


“Don’t know, could be
tonight,” he said, as he sawed a piece off his steak. “We always have to be
ready.”


“You’re always
anticipating. How do the men ever relax?”


“They have their
moments, but it isn’t easy on any relationship.”


Whoa, he’d jumped a
large crevasse from the men’s downtime to challenges of being involved with a SEAL.
That’s not what she was intimating, and she hoped he hadn’t taken it that way.
Wanting to steer clear of the topic, she looked around for something to focus
on, but what she noticed was who focused on them—or him would be more to the
point. Women, plenty of them, either darted glances their way or simply gawked
at the Commander. She darted a look herself and her heart stopped mid-beat.


“Is there something
wrong, Ms. Banks?” The Commander’s eyes fixed on her. She gripped the collar of
her light sweater and covered the low-cut tank top she’d chosen for the warm
day. “No, sir.”



 

* * * *



 

Watching her lips slide
over the fork dazed him. How the hell could eating spun pasta look so damn
erotic? Concentrate on the conversation,
SEAL. She peppered him with questions about the base and SPECWAROPS, and he
answered without holding back a thing. He could never do that with another woman,
always coming up with some bullshit lie about what he did for a living. It was
common stock to do as a SEAL—company policy. Maybe it was because she was one
of them—kind of, but she was still a mystery to him.


Kayla had proven
herself in the short time he’d been home. Both her work ethic and knowledge of
special tactical ops were above average, obviously her experience played into
that. The better he knew his men and now woman, the more he could rely on them…her.
The excuse forged a slippery hold in his mind. He needed something, because
every time his mind wandered, it wandered to the woman sitting across from him.
He couldn’t believe she was here—with him.


He’d scanned the Base
Command’s schedule more than a few times since coming home from deployment and finding
Kayla under his roof. Worst of all, Red had caught him looking at it last week.
He never picked it up and Red knew it.


Quickly, he offered an
excuse, saying he was setting up their next in-house exercise, and wondered who
would be working in Command that day. Red knew he was full of shit, and pushed
him, asking if he wanted someone in particular. It was a cardinal sin to lie to
a SEAL brother, but he’d done it, for the second time in five seconds. 


This morning, standing
in his kitchen sipping on his first coffee, he’d leaned toward his fridge. At
least he’d lasted a week before photocopying her schedule and tacking it there.


Daylight gave way to
dusk, and a candle flickered between them. The warm breeze played with the
tablecloth and the ends of her hair. The sounds of the restaurant became a
background hum. Everything blurred except her. SEALs didn’t lose their
concentration. At least he didn’t—normally.


Kayla lifted her glass,
and the ruby red wine slid down her sleek throat. A very kissable throat, one
he’d thought more than once about grazing his teeth against, from jaw to the
beating pulse in her neck. The hint of olive in her skin lured a raw need, and
his mind grew fingers, tracing a path over the swell of ample breasts that
could occupy him for hours. Could—but never would, yet it didn’t stop his
imagination from seeking out and exploring her body. This was totally wrong, and he had to get a grip. 


She plucked up a plump prawn
and sucked it slowly between her lips. Entranced, he watched her lick away a
dollop of cream caught on the supple flesh of her mouth. Time slowed down, and mirrored
the rhythm of his pulse with heavy thumps. The walls he’d built around himself
cracked like sheets of ice breaking off and cascading into the sea.


Why
the hell was he sitting here with her? He should have dropped her off as she’d
suggested, and floored his gas pedal to the mat.


“Thane?”


He hadn’t noticed the
woman who stood a couple inches away from him.


He blinked. “Leanne,
hey!”


Leanne’s head tilted
and a bundle of blonde curls fell over her shoulder. Leanne was a New Zealand knockout.
She didn’t hesitate, and leaned over brushing his arm with a very ample set of
breasts he’d palmed a couple times, and kissed him.


“Hi, baby. Where have
you been hiding?” she asked.


He darted a look toward
Kayla. She’d stopped eating and a pleasant smile curved her lips, but it wasn’t
her smile that bothered him—it was her eyes—interested, analyzing, but there wasn’t
an ounce of agitation. The silence strained on for a little too long while he searched
for something negative—anything. “Kayla, this is Leanne. Her brother is in SEAL
Team Five.” Stupid thing to say since Leanne wasn’t being shy about giving him
signals and Kayla was an intelligent woman.


Kayla offered a
friendly smile. “Hi, Leanne, nice to meet you.”


Leanne barely brushed a
glance her way. “So, when am I going to see you again? We had so much fun last
time,” she teased, quirking her brow.


“Sorry, I’m heading out
soon.”


Women were a great
distraction, and ones like Leanne whiled away a few sweaty hours with a lot of
satisfaction, but he’d learned long ago hanging around and making too many
repeat performances just got him into shit. He offered Leanne a wink and a
smile that usually worked to send her on her happy way.


Leanne’s lips formed a pout
and her brilliant blues begged for other things. “Well, you know my number. I’m
on my way home now, actually. Drop by—later.” She twirled a curl around her
finger and pulled up her shoulder into a little shrug.


 It amazed the hell out of him how brazen and
nasty women could be to each other. Embarrassed at Leanne’s rudeness, he turned
to Kayla, but she wasn’t showing a single sign of jealousy, and it friggin’
bothered him.


“See ya later—baby,”
Leanne said, and brushed her fingers across his shoulder as she turned to
leave.


“So, you do have a
mission coming up?” Kayla asked, concentrating on her fork as she swirled the
strands.


For a split second, he
thought about a nefarious response and then remembered who he was with. “No, I
don’t, actually.” He darted a look across their little table at her.


Kayla’s gaze popped to
his.


Great, now she’d think
he was a louse for lying. Being a SEAL came with an arm’s length of attributes,
honesty being one of them, and he usually was. Telling Leanne he wasn’t
interested in a hookup in front of Kayla would have been an asshat thing to do.
He’d probably screwed half the single women in Coronado and a healthy
percentage in San Diego. He liked women, so sue him, but taking on a boatload
of commitment with one woman was never going to happen. “We didn’t really
click.”


To Kayla’s credit, she
said nothing, and reached for her wine. He would have bet a fleet of ships her
response would be, “She seemed to think
you did.”


Nothing. Maybe it was a
delayed reaction, and he waited.


“What?” she asked,
reading his expression.


Who
the hell was this woman anyway? Why didn’t she care
about the blonde oozing over him? Maybe she wasn’t attracted to him. Why not? The more important question was
why he was having a one-sided debate about this. He cleared his throat. “How’s
your dinner?”


She nodded. “It’s very
good. How’s yours?”


Sawing off a piece of
his steak, and piercing a mushroom, he stretched his fork out to her. “Try it.”


His soul melted into a
puddle when she swept the piece of meat from his offered hand. Shit! An argument in his mind ensued,
accusing him of doing it with purpose. Her beautiful, full lips cleaned his
fork and he knew the next mouth on his cutlery would be his. He swallowed
heavily. He couldn’t kiss her. Couldn’t touch her, but holy hell he wanted
inside her.


“Ooh, that’s seriously
good, isn’t it?” she said swallowing. “Here, try some.”


He watched her twirl
her fork and his entire body twisted as if it were him in the tines, and then
grew unbelievably cold when she pushed her offering onto the edge of his plate.
What did he expect? Kayla was a straight up, no-nonsense woman. Fully aware she
was a “one of” in Base Command. He’d practically threatened her by telling her
she’d have to prove herself. He’d set the height of the wall he expected her to
jump over. Nothing would make her veer from a strict code of conduct.


“Commander, I’m fine
waiting for Don. If you’d like to visit with your friend…,” she suggested
openly without a single hint of angst.


He gave himself the
hardest internal kick in the ass he could, but it didn’t stop him from being
one, and he gently caught her wrist. “No, Kayla, please.” His mouth went dry
and his mind blank, peering into her eyes, the warmest feeling he’d ever known
filled him, when she looked back into his. If a waiter interrupted them with an
obligatory, “How’s your meal?” he
might have to kill him. There should be a button—one that could stop the world
from turning or another second from advancing, because this is where he wanted
to stay for the rest of his days. “I apologize for that. We—”


She gave him the
warmest smile. “No apology or explanation is required, sir.”


Sir—that’s what he was
to her, just another officer, a guy in a uniform, and she wasn’t impressed like
so many women were. So what did impress her? He wanted to know. No—he had to
know.


The expressions on her
face, the fullness of her lips, her high cheekbones, and beautiful eyes had the
damn yearning inside him growing to zipper-busting proportions. She was hands-off
and always would be. With more than simple disappointment weighing in his
chest, he knew after this evening he could never put himself in this situation
with her again.


Hell,
where was Don anyway?


















 


 


 

Chapter Seven



 

When the Commander’s
friend Don arrived, Kayla liked him right away. He had an all-together, take-charge
kind of aura without being pushy. The Commander and Don looked like brothers,
tall, blond, although Don had longer hair, and they both took very good care of
themselves physically.


Don led them a block
from the restaurant, then stopped in front of a beautiful four-story unit.
“This is the place,” he said.


The California stucco
painted in bright yellow with floral sweeps in an ocean blue made the place
scream “live here.” A lush, manicured garden and palm trees dotting the front
lawn looked gloriously Californian. Every unit had a huge balcony, offering an
expansive view across the walkway toward the ocean.


“First impressions,
Kayla?” Don asked, opening a file and giving her a sheet of paper with the
specs on it.


“I think I’m in love,”
she drawled.


“Okay, that’s a good
start,” Don laughed, motioning for her to take the lead toward the entrance.


Arriving on the third
floor, Don said, “Chad Chamberlain is a good builder. I know him personally,
and he doesn’t cut corners. This building is older, but well-maintained, and
the condo I’m showing you has been totally remodeled.” He unlocked the door at
the very end of the hallway. “This unit in particular is a little larger than
the others facing the waterfront. It’s spacious and I’d say it’s a perfect size
for you.”


Don held the door open
and she blew out her breath in a deep, sweeping exhale. With fifteen hundred
feet of space, it had everything she needed. Painted with clean white and
creams and chalky orange accents, it made her smile immediately. A bright,
whitewashed kitchen with silver appliances, big enough for two to work in, sat
to the left of the entryway, and looked over the living room and out toward
three sets of French doors leading to the patio.


She wandered into the
master bedroom, the plush carpet soft on her toes. It was big, and the walk-in
closet and en suite were huge, too, with an enormous Jacuzzi tub and separate shower.
Seeing the Commander leaning against the bedroom doorframe, a quarter ways
through a spin, brought her to a halt and she almost toppled over. He didn’t
come in, but instead watched her, making her heart beat far too fast.


With his arms crossed,
he seemed content to stand there and gaze at her. The man emanated an
effortless strength. She got the same feeling looking at him as she did coming
home with a new book, excited to read it. Within the pages would be adventure
and mysteries to unravel. All the events of his life that made him into the
powerful man he was.


“You like it, don’t you?”


“What do you think?”
she asked, before realizing it sounded a little too personal to be asking him.


He unfurled his arms
and ran one hand down the doorframe. “I think it’s well-built. You’d be happy
here, and it’s a safe place to live. You’re close to the bus, and only about
twelve minutes away from the base. Have you seen the balcony?” he asked.


“Not yet.”


He jerked his head in a
friendly way. “Come on.”


She heard him chuckle
when she walked past him. Don stood on the balcony, the door open, waiting for
her. As she stepped outside an enormous orange ball sank into the sea,
extinguishing  itself and the daylight.
“Oh, my God,” she breathed, trapped in the sight. The Commander’s body brushed
gently against hers, sending a zip of excitement through her veins, but she
squashed it with a practiced hand.


“Pretty nice place to
have a glass of wine with a friend and watch the sun go down, don’t you think?”
he said, close to her ear.


Every hair on her neck
stood up as her blood pressure skyrocketed. Friends? She didn’t have any
friends except Barry and Gord.


“Or make new friends,”
Don added, glancing out toward the water.


Her skin shrunk to
three sizes too small when the Commander laid a warm hand on her shoulder. “How
much room does she have to move on the price, Don?”


“I think she has a
little wiggle room. There’s still a few places in here for sale. Have you been
preapproved for a loan, Kayla?”


“Yes.”


“Well, they’re asking
five hundred and twenty-five for the place, it’s an estate sale, but I think if
you offer five hundred, you’ll have yourself a new home.”


Her eyes bugged out of
her head. “Say what?” she blurted, and slapped her hand across her mouth.


Both guys shot a look
at each other. “Is that too much, Ms. Banks?” the Commander asked, his brows
rising.


She couldn’t help it
and burst out, “No, I’ll pay cash.”


“Okay, then,” Don
grinned at her. “Cash deal, better yet. I’ll call Chad, give me a second.”


She whirled around. “Five
hundred thousand dollars for this, are you sure there isn’t a mistake?” she
said, and grasped his arm.


The Commander laughed,
and pulled a stray curl the wind whisked across her cheek, aside. Suddenly the
laughter was gone. For one hold-your-breath-second their eyes met, instead of a
cool blue, a deep warmth fused her to him, and that warmth strayed to her lips,
as if all he wanted was to kiss…


In the same instant,
they both took a step back, and his gaze swung toward the ocean. “It sounds
like real estate in Canada is a little exorbitant.”


Her heart pounded in
her throat, and her cheek tingled from his touch. Breathe, girlfriend. With a steady voice she said, “Not really, you
just have to promise an arm, a leg and your first two children.” Grasping at the
railing to steady her bearings, she didn’t clutch metal, but his hand instead.
She immediately jerked away, but not before a spark lit inside her, like a sun
going super nova.


Don stuck his head out
the door. “Five-oh-three okay by you? He’ll pay for the first year’s taxes.”


“Yes,” she blurted,
“God, yes.” She clutched her hands together and brought them to her lips. “I
think I’d pay that just for that fireplace,” she said, stepping around the
Commander and taking a closer look. Standing so close to him caused far too
much anxiety. Look away, Kayla, just look
away.


The stonework with
small ceramic tiles sunk into the plaster at skewed angles, and the heavy
wooden mantle that she already had ideas for, sat on the right side of the
balcony. There was plenty of room for a large table, chairs and she’d still
have enough space to dance. Not that she planned on dancing with anyone, but
she could.


“Glad you came to
dinner with me now?” the Commander asked, the glow in his eyes returning.


Don stuck his head out
one more time. “I forgot some paperwork. I’ll be right back. Enjoy the sunset
on your new deck, and Chad says there’s a bottle of wine in the fridge, and two
glasses in the cupboard.” He winked at the Commander.


“Thank you so much,
Don.”


“You’re welcome, Kayla.
It’s…uh, just you moving in, is that right? No husband?”


She shrugged her
shoulders. “No, it’s just me.”


The Commander followed
Don to the door and rested a hand on his shoulder, shaking his hand with the
other. She couldn’t hear what they said, but she heard the Commander’s low timbre
as he chuckled, filter out to her.


“Congratulations, Ms.
Banks,” the Commander said, offering her a glass of wine when he joined her
again.


Tipping her glass
against his, she just couldn’t get rid of the perma-grin glued to her lips.
“Thank you so much for your help, Commander Austen.”


“Welcome home,” he
said, his voice dropping to a low pitch that made her knees weak.


She signed the offer to
buy on the granite kitchen countertop, and paused to look around the spacious
living room with built-in bookshelves and another fireplace. It was a
milestone. Although she would have to watch the sun come up alone as she had
most sunrises, it didn’t mar the moment. She reminded herself as she did every
day she woke that life was good. Scanning the space soon to be hers, she paused
to appreciate how far she’d come. Even though part of the journey had been on
her hands and knees, she’d kept crawling. She had a job and a space of her own
and little by little she’d investigate her new surroundings. Yeah—life was
pretty good.


Don departed, and she
walked back to the balcony to watch the last spears of light disappear into the
sea. The breeze wrapped around her with a delicious blanket of balmy warmth.
She could stand out here all night, and maybe she’d do that sometime.


Stepping up to the
railing, the Commander leaned one forearm on it, facing her. “By the looks of
it, you’re going to be very happy here.” He searched her eyes as he refilled
her glass and his own, and then settled the bottle on the ground.


“I’m usually happy
wherever I am.”


“No one to enjoy it
with?” he asked, but it sounded more like a serious question than a come-on.


She shook her head, and
gazed down at the busy walkway below. “I can make my way home,” knowing she
wanted to stay a little longer, and he probably wanted to leave. Then again,
maybe she wanted him to leave. An incredible yearning to dwell on the small
creases around his eyes or his rigid jaw and full lips, swelled inside her.


“I always complete a
mission, and tonight that means staying with you.”


“Mission accomplished,
we better go.” She reached for his glass so she could rinse it out before they
left.


“There’s no rush, Ms.
Banks.”


Easy for him to say,
his heart wasn’t in an endless loop with his body steaming like an overheating
engine. She couldn’t stand the vibration, and her screws were coming loose.
“I’ve got plenty of time to enjoy when I move in,” she said, and tried to pluck
the glass from his hand. When he wouldn’t let go she looked into his face. His
gaze intent, she couldn’t even begin to imagine what his crystal blues were
expressing. A tremble in her hand revealed her anxiety, and she had no way to
hide it.


“I don’t understand,”
he said wistfully.


She shook her head, not
understanding his statement.


“Why are you here?” His
brows grew together.


Absolutely nothing
intelligent came to mind. How could it, with this incredible, noble man
standing too damn close. “I applied for a job. I got the job.” The words barely
dribbled from her lips. How the hell could her heart rate stay at this level
without bursting? Finally, he pulled his gaze from hers, but to her dismay, it
fell to her hand.


“Your hand is trembling.”
A minute smile curved his lips.


“We should go,” she
blurted.


“There are never enough
memorable moments in life, Ms Banks. When they come, we need to recognize them,
and hold onto them as long as we can.” He gently pulled the glass from her
fingers. “This one,” he paused and nodded, “this one belongs to both of us.”


Her head swiveled
watching him as he disappeared inside. What
the hell did that mean?


Driving back to her
rental suite, she opened the window and let the wind filter in, watching the
lights of San Diego flicker by.


“Decorating the place
in your mind already?” the Commander asked, as he slowed down for a light.


“Not really.” She
crossed her legs and looked out her side window. “Just tuning in to the fact
that this is home now. A few months ago, if someone would have told me I’d be
living in California, I’d have laughed and suggested they contact the Public
Service helpline.”


“How are Gord and Barry
doing with the change?”


“Those two are like
women-seeking missiles. They’re out partying every chance they get and when
they aren’t partying, they’re engaging in extreme sports, so they’ve been
traveling on their days off. They’re having a good time.”


“What do you do for
fun?”


“Nothing.”


He craned his head
toward her with a rippled brow. “Nothing?”


“I’m a walker, that’s
it.”


“A walker?” He shook
his head.


“I walk, I listen, I
see, and I walk some more. Other than that, I work.”


He turned onto her
street filled with 1980s apartments with little face value. “Don’t you
volunteer with a nonprofit reading society?”


Now it was her turn to
crane her head. “How did you know about that?” And what else did he know?


The Commander slowed
down and stopped in front of her rental, without her having to tell him which
one it was. Concerned or flattered? Neither, he was thorough, and it’s what had
kept him alive for so long in a profession that took a life, like life takes a
breath.


Turning his broad frame
in his seat to face her, he said, “You must enjoy working with kids to do
that.”


She nodded. “I just
started there. They gave me four little holy terrors, but they’re pretty cute,
too.”


Could there possibly be
a sexier alpha male in the world? How many women had kissed his lips? Her heart
raced, thinking about what that would feel like. She flung the idea from her
mind and concentrated on the fact she owned a wonderful piece of real estate.
It didn’t help. In a few seconds she’d have to say goodbye to this intriguing
man she’d just spent four hours with. Denying the fact that his strength wafted
from him like cologne or his powerful body would make any woman squirm in her
own skin was futile. He was her senior officer. “I don’t know how to thank you,
sir. The day started off so frustrating. I never would have imagined it ending
this way. It’s the best birthday present I’ve ever gotten.”


He drew back, dipping
his head. “Your birthday?”


She nodded, relieved he
looked surprised, that meant he didn’t know everything.


“July tenth, I’ll
remember that for next year,” he said quietly. “Maybe we’ve started a
tradition.”


She stared into her
lap. “I don’t celebrate much, especially birthdays. And I only have enough
money to buy one place.” Levity wasn’t doing anything to remove the tense
energy filling the car. Time for her retreat. “Thank you again, Commander. Good
night.”


His expression sobered.
“If you need help moving, I know eight strong men who’d love to give you a
hand. They’re cheap: pizza and beer should do it.”


“Thanks, I’ll manage,”
she said, grabbing the door handle and cracking it open.


He reached into the
back seat and handed her the paperwork from her sale. “You’re one little lady
who just wants to do everything herself, aren’t you?”


You
have no idea, and you never will. She bit her lip, and
then glanced at him. There was no point in wasting daydreams on a man like him.
“It’s easier that way,” she admitted. “Good night, sir.”


“Kayla?”


He gently palmed her
arm, and her nerve endings sparked. She swallowed, trying to relieve the
tightness in her throat. His eyes burrowed too deeply into hers, and she had
too many secrets. Things he could never know. Stilling her hopping heart, she turned
her gaze on him.


“Yes, sir.” It wasn’t
supposed to come out breathy, but it did. Oh,
God, stop looking at his lips. Just
get out of the car. What was she waiting for? This wasn’t a date. It was
fortuitous, but definitely not a date, and not with a man like him.


They stared at one
another and the air snapped with heated friction. He hadn’t released her arm,
and she wasn’t pulling away.


“Ms. Banks I…you…uh…
shouldn’t feel uncomfortable with Mace. He means well, and he’s concerned about
your welfare with the threat of the Shark hanging over the base. But, if he’s
bothering you I want to know about it.”


“Oh, no, Commander. Not
at all, really.” Was she the stupidest woman on the planet or what? She looked
into her lap. “Aside from Barry and Gord, he’s really the only friend I’ve made
here.”


His brow creased. “Not
the only one.” His gaze darted across her face. “We’re very fortunate you’ve
joined us. Everyone thinks that, including me. Good night, Ms. Banks.”



 

* * * *



 

Laying his head back,
he released a gust of air. He was in command of his men, his mind and his body.
Why the hell couldn’t he get control of the erection pulsing between his legs?
When he’d seen her on the beach, he couldn’t even make out her features, but
the air moved differently around her, and he’d known who it was immediately. The
draw between them was stronger than a dehydrated man crawling for water. When
she looked at him, her cheeks flushed a beautiful rose color, and when her hand
trembled, he wanted to take it in his and soothe her. This was fucking ridiculous.


Reaching in his pocket,
he pulled out his cell and thumbed through the numbers of half a dozen women.
Their faces appeared in his mind, and each one paled in comparison to Kayla.
While his finger hovered over one number, his gaze shot to the front of the
building as she disappeared through the door.


After giving him a
quick nod of thanks, she’d vaulted from his car as if someone had poured
gasoline over it and lit a match. Women always asked him to come in after a
date—always. Why hadn’t she? Because you
weren’t on a date, asshole. He snapped his gaze to the garden, gripping the
steering wheel with one hand and hit the menu button to escape the list with
the other, sliding the cell back into his pocket. “Get real, Thane,” he
chastised, twisting the key in the ignition. Spending time with Kayla was a
mistake—a huge one.


Another sharp jab of
regret poked at him. Drumming his fingers on the door handle, he played the
scene out like he always did. The conclusion was obvious. He’d knock on her
door, she’d open it, and he’d stare at her like an idiot watching her beautiful
eyes question why he was there. Then she’d shoot him down in flames like
Masters, and that was enough to stop him from opening his car door. 


Why wasn’t she married
with five kids? A woman like her would make a man happy for the rest of his
days. He rubbed his chest, but the tightness inside wasn’t something he could
soothe with a hand. Somehow, she made him feel powerful and unnerved him at the
same time. He darted a look around the car, hoping like hell she forgot something
and he’d have an excuse to bring it to her. Nothing. It was if she’d never been
there, except for the vibration she left inside him. Centering his thoughts on
what was appropriate didn’t help one damn bit. Besides, he had competition.


Mace had a serious
crush on the woman. She was older than Mace by six years, but not old enough to
dismiss anything from happening between them. There was nothing stopping Mace
from pursuing her, not like him. Being her senior officer and working in a
classified department meant they weren’t permitted to have any kind of romantic
involvement. And what if they did? It wasn’t like he was going to fall to one
knee for the woman. He’d never do that, but hell—he could see far enough into
the future to know she had the power to change him. It had never happened
before, and that in itself scared him. He’d known that the second he’d seen
her, which meant he had to stay far away from her.


He ripped the phone
from his pocket again and hit the key. “Hey, Libby, how ya doin’, gorgeous?
Yeah, I’m back in town,” He paused to listen. “Sure, be right over.”


Libby was always open
to giving him the release he needed. Blonde, built, and not interested in
commitment. That’s what he needed. That’s all he needed. As he drove from
Kayla’s apartment, his mood soured. The sense he was moving away from warmth
and toward a deep emptiness swarmed over him, but there was no choice. He’d
made his choices long ago.


He took too many
chances, and ran the high edge of percentages to accomplish a successful
mission. An addict needed drugs, and he needed his career in the same way. It
wasn’t only a career, it was a way of life, until God decided to end it. That’s
when he’d stop, and it meant never having a woman like Kayla. Until a few weeks
ago, he hadn’t cared.


Libby would distract
him. In fifteen minutes, he’d be awash in blonde hair, long legs and sweet
thighs. So why the hell did he feel like a man walking the plank?

















 


 


 

Chapter Eight



 

She was on her own.
Captain Redding pulled the plug on her training two days ago, calling her
bluff. The midnight shift passed quietly, all the base vessels called in secure
alongside. The loud explosions on the beach had quieted. The BUD/S recruits, in
phase three of their demolitions training, complete for the night. The whip-whip of chopper blades no longer
cutting through the balmy air.


Three am passed with
silence. Her monitor pulsed, and three downloads with intel from Egypt queued
up. Beginning to read the first one, she paused. Out of the corner of her eye,
she saw movement, and looked toward the glass-covered wall, which was an
enormous computer screen that activated when a vessel from the base departed
the dock. A figure stood in the doorway watching her. The blood in her veins
cooled. Narrowing her eyes, she focused on the reflection. Definitely male, she
thought.


“Hi Kayla!”


Uh-oh.
He’d come around before, but he didn’t stay long while John was training her.
John always made a point of getting busy when he stopped by on his rounds. She
blew her breath out and swiveled in her chair.


“Hi, Paul, all quiet on
the security front?”


He stepped into the
room as if her talking to him was an invitation, which it wasn’t. Calling him
an odd young man wouldn’t do him justice. The base had military police, base
security and a few rent-a-cops like Paul, who got the crappy jobs and a
paycheck to match.


“Everything looks quiet
in Command,” he said with an inflated tone, bobbing his head as if he knew what
went on in the room.


“Quiet as a graveyard.”


“I just thought I’d
check up on you, Kayla. Captain Redding said you were working by yourself now.
You don’t have to worry. I’m always around. I know this building like the back
of my hand.” He clasped his fingers together and bounced on the balls of his
feet.


“That’s good to know,
Paul, thanks for the backup.”


“Yeah, well, with the
Blood Shark running around and all. You just scream, and I’ll come running.”


She grinned at him.
“I’ll remember that.”


Paul shuffled his feet
as he looked around. “I think I know who the Shark is, and I gave my Lieutenant
a few leads.”


Crossing her legs, she
reached for a binder and opened it in her lap. She doubted he’d take a hint,
and she was at a disadvantage, not able to make an excuse and leave.


“You’re sure you’re all
right? I mean, I could come by more often and check on you.”


“No, thanks, Paul. I
think I’m pretty safe in here.”


“I have my black belt,
and I’ve been running every day. I’m going to be a SEAL, so you don’t have to
worry. My dad was a SEAL. It kinda runs in the family.”


“Good for you, Paul, that’s
not an easy challenge.”


“The Shark won’t be
sneaking up on me. I’m always alert. I have to be. It’s in my blood. You have
to be highly intuitive to be a SEAL.”


“I’m sure you do,” she
said, seeing the Commander standing right behind him. He hadn’t made a sound
coming in, and poor Paul was probably going to jump out of his skin in one,
two, three…”


“Watching out for Ms.
Banks, are you?” the Commander said, towering behind him.


Paul’s eyes bulged and
he jumped sideways as if his legs were spring-loaded. He definitely had good
reflexes.


“Commander! Yes, sir,
she doesn’t need to worry, sir. I’ll watch over her.” His dark, bushy brow
popped as he nodded vigorously, his pudgy chin jiggling.


The Commander regarded
him indulgently, like a small, zealous boy. “I’d appreciate it if you’d do
that.”


She launched a searing
look across the room at the Commander, and shook her head quickly. Paul cranked
his head around and she slipped a Mona Lisa smile onto her lips. The subtle
grin on the Commander’s face told her she had reason to get even with him.


“I need to talk with
Ms. Banks, Paul. You can continue on your rounds.”


“Yes, sir.” Paul tipped
forward on the balls of his feet. “You know we all call her Snow White.”


“Apparently,” he said.


“Yeah, and I know why,
too.” Paul’s chin giggled again as he bobbed his head.


A grin tightened the
Commander’s jaw. “Really, why is that?”


He lowered his voice,
thinking she couldn’t hear him. “Well, my Lieutenant says it’s because she’s
hot, but I think it’s because she’s, well you know—innocent.”


She rolled her eyes.
Was this kid for real?


The Commander’s
expression hardened. “Your Lieutenant should refrain from sharing his thoughts.
On your way, Paul.”


“Good night, sir.”
Seeing her reflection in the glass, Paul gave her a quick wave. “I’ll be back
to check on you later, Kayla.”


She waved her hand in
the air, but didn’t trust herself to say anything.


A coffee suddenly
appeared across her shoulder. “One cream and a half sugar, right?” the
Commander stated, taking a step back as she rotated her chair.


“Thank you, sir.” She
cracked the plastic lid, wondering how he knew what she liked. “You know, I
think coffee should be considered a food group for shift workers…and virgins.”
A small laugh jogged his broad shoulders. “What are you doing up at this hour?”
but she’d already spotted the duffel bag on the floor next to the cabinet.


“I have a meeting,” he
said, rolling the other chair at her console in front of her. He leaned his
elbows on his muscular thighs and clasped his hands. Geared up in fatigues, the
man vibrated with strength and pecked at her feminine instincts.


“Meeting? At three am?”
She paused and then clued in. He was leaving for a mission. “A meeting, right.”
A tweak of fear, stirred inside her, knowing he was going into combat.


“Ms. Banks, another
woman has disappeared.”


“I heard.” His gaze bit
into hers. Is that why he was here? She took a sip of the coffee. “Ah, base
coffee, subzero temperatures.”


His eyes blazed across
hers without a smile, yet the heat in them made up for the coffee. “You like it
extra hot, then.”


A smartass remark
teetered on her tongue, but she stopped herself, thinking there were a couple
meanings to that statement, and a mighty wave of nervousness washed through her
stomach. “Yeah, it, uh, lasts longer.”


“Ms. Banks, I want you
to find someone to walk with before and after your shifts. Now that you’re on
your own and I won’t be…” He paused, clenching his jaw. “I want you with
someone any time you leave this building, even if it’s Paul.”


“Commander, I’m—”


He jerked his head as
if he was going to bark at her. “I want you to do what I say.”


It came out as a
definite and distinctive order. Staring down into her lap was her best  option, not wanting him to know she was
fibbing. “Yes, sir.” She twisted the pen in her fingers, and then jolted
forward as if she had something to do, and maybe he should leave.


“Kayla—” His hand
reached out to her, but he stopped himself before touching her. He rarely
called her by her first name. It was always Ms. Banks. Occasionally, he’d throw
in a Snow White, but that was mostly his team. They always dropped in to talk
with her when they had a debrief.


Their interactions
since the night he’d found her condo had been cursory. A nod or a “good morning”
was all they exchanged. During the naval exercises with the SEAL teams, she had
to pour the coals on to keep up, but she never missed the fact he consistently
monitored her, probably waiting for her to screw up.


“I hope your meeting is
a success.” She leaned over and scribbled a small note, tore it from the rest
of the sheet, folded it and reached out her hand to him. Before he took it, she
said, “Open it when things are the toughest.”


His expression softened
as he reached for the note. Instead of just plucking it from her hand, his
finger gently slid down hers as he took it. For one breathless moment, her
entire soul clenched tight with his touch, and her gaze darted to his. Had he
done it on purpose? As he rose, the chair creaked with relief.


“Be safe, Ms. Banks, I
want to look in your eyes again.” He slipped the note in his pocket and
silently walked toward the door. Stopping in the anteroom, he twisted to look
back at her, just for a moment, and then the Ghost was gone.


Irony and perfect
timing had just crossed swords. She’d never done something so forward before.
She kept the laugh that bubbled up inside her. No doubt in a day she’d regret
giving him the note, but she found more and more with age, came not only wisdom,
but also bravery. Yet, a small spike of fear clutched her heart. She prayed he
would never have to open it.



 

* * * *



 

As the base became
familiar with her, Kayla became familiar with the regulars. Some days she’d
want to mentally slap the hell out of herself, and this evening’s shift had
been one of those. It wasn’t that she’d made any earth-shattering errors, but
she hated making any. She stuffed her heels in her backpack and changed into a
pair of flats. “See ya tomorrow night, Jake,” she said, giving her relief a
wave.


“Kayla, you’re not
walking to the bus stop by yourself, are you?”


“There’s plenty of
street lights. It’s just a ten minute walk. See ya.”


Stars filled the
California heavens as she walked at a good clip toward the entrance of the
base. The sound of several boots in unison scuffing the pavement caught her
attention, a troop of BUD/S recruits on a midnight run passed her. Their CPO
started a running cadence just as they came abeam of her.


“Hoo-yah, hoo-yah,
feeling good, how about you, fired up, motivated, dedicated, graduate, hoo-yah,”
the voices of the men echoing his words. The CPO led his recruits in a large
arcing circle around her, then tipped his hat to her, before carrying on down
the road.


There might not be any
life like it, but sitting in her new comfy, but quaint condo overlooking the
beach was a better life. She still thanked God for the men who dedicated their
lives to an important cause with so many unacknowledged successes.


She approached the
large parking lot for day workers, mostly vacant now, a single light post illuminating
the far end. A couple of cars remained, one at the opposite end, the other to
her far right. It would only take a minute or two to cross and then she’d be at
the entrance. Keeping herself alert, she forged on.


Her heart skipped a
beat when she heard the thud of a heel not far behind her. “Oh, shit,” she
hissed. Don’t be stupid, but her
pulse started racing. The heels came toward her fast and she jerked around.


“Hey there.” A guy in
jogging pants and T-shirt clinging to his well-toned torso stopped a few feet
away from her.


She breathed out, and
swallowed to dislodge her heart from her throat. “Evening.” Across the pocket
of his shirt, the words “Navy SEALs” stitched with dark blue thread revealed
his profession, but not his intent.


“You know, you
shouldn’t be walking alone. You’ve seen the posters, haven’t you?” he asked,
standing a good eight feet from her as if not wanting to scare her, but he
wasn’t going away either.


“Out for some
exercise?”


“Yeah,” he said, giving
her a friendly smile. “Gotta keep in shape, part of the job.”


“What job is that?”


“SEAL Team Three,
demolitions specialist.”


“Uh, I see. You stay
fit to blow things up.” She watched him carefully as he took a few steps, but didn’t
come any closer.


He pinched his lips
together with a grin. “I do a little more than that. Anyway, are you heading
off base?” he asked.


“To the bus stop,” she
said warily, keeping an eye on him, but taking a few small steps as if she
needed to go.


He surveyed the
landscape. “If you don’t mind, I would feel better if I joined you to the
entrance.”


Her heart skipped
another beat. Was he looking to see if anyone else was around? “I’m fine,
really.”


“I’m sure you are,” he
replied. “But humor me anyway.”


He didn’t seem very
scary, more noble and courteous, but then again Ted Bundy had a good cover, too.
“I suppose.” As she began walking toward the exit, he kept her stride, but
didn’t get within eight feet of her.


“I think I’ve seen you
before in the galley. Do you work with Captain Redding in the Base Command center?”


“Yes,” she said,
darting a quick glance at his swarthy complexion, dark eyes and incredibly toned
upper torso. She wondered if being a body builder was part of the SOQ of being
a SEAL.


They passed in front of
a parked car at the end of the lot. The engine roared to life and the lights blinded
her. The distance between the SEAL and her vanished in a millisecond as he
hurled her behind him.


“Sorry about that, I
didn’t mean to scare the shit outta ya,” a voice called from the car. The SEAL
veered around the vehicle, towing her along with him.


“Oh, hey, Captain,
working late on the old girl again?” the SEAL said, his arm relaxing around her
shoulder.


Her heart thundered in
her chest as she peered in the car. “Hi, Captain,” she said, giving him a nod.


“You need a ride home,
Ms. Banks?” he asked.


“No, thank you, sir.”
She stepped away from the SEAL, her legs wobbling from the adrenaline coursing
through her.


From the sheath of
darkness inside the car, the Captain waved and then drove off. The audible
breath Kayla released to settle her nerves drew the SEAL’s attention.


“You okay?”


Placing a hand over her
heart didn’t help, but for sure she knew she had one. “Yeah,” she said,
continuing to walk toward the gate, although her legs still shook. They neared
the entrance. “Thanks for the escort. What’s your name, by the way?”


“Kevin, ma’am. Nice to
meet you, Snow White.” He offered a smile, but kept a respectable distance
between them.


How the hell did he
know who she was? “Thanks again, Kevin.” She was feeling a little stupid for
not seeing that he was a decent guy earlier, but just about every woman on the
base was on edge because of the Blood Shark. Giving Kevin a wave, she walked
toward the bus stop where a few other people waited. Finding a seat on the bus
and panning the darkness, she saw Kevin wait until the doors closed and the bus
pulled away before he jogged into the night.



 

* * * *



 

She wasn’t Einstein,
but when a different guy jogged up to her for five nights straight, reaching
her at exactly the same spot, and escorted her to the gate, all of them from
SEAL Team Three, she knew something was up.


On the sixth night when
she heard the pad of feet behind her she stopped, dropped her pack on the
ground and turned with her hands on her hips. “All right,” she said sternly.
The guy, in his early twenties with mounding shoulder muscles, a chest like
Smokey the Bear and dark hazel eyes halted in front of her. She stuck out her
hand. “Hi, I’m Kayla. Yes, I’m walking to the gate by myself. Yes, I work for
Captain Redding, and yes, I’m taking the bus, but I think you know that already,
don’t you?”


He stepped back a pace.
“Ma’am?”


She rolled her eyes at
him. “He told you to do this, didn’t he?”


“He, ma’am?”


“Don’t you ma’am me, SEAL,
Commander Austen. He set this up, didn’t he?”


The SEAL looked at the
ground, scratching his ear. “Well, kinda, yes.”


She shook her head.
“That guy just doesn’t trust me, does he?”


“He was right, wasn’t
he, ma’am?” He gave her a serious if not reprimanding look. “He said you’d be
stubborn and refuse an escort, but we had orders ma’am, and the option of
failure wasn’t very appetizing.”


“Did he threaten you?”
she asked, gaping at him.


“I wouldn’t call it a
threat,” he said, and then stretched his arm out to prompt her to start
walking.


“Okay, so I’ve met
Kevin, Dale, Robert, Frank, and Gabe, so who are you?”


He grinned. “Ross.”


“Hi, Ross,” she said
dryly, and gave him her hand for a shake. “Good thing I don’t work more than
six evening shifts in a row. You guys must be getting tired of babysitting.”


“Um, it’s coming on day
shifts, too,” He paused, “And your night shifts.”


“Say
what?” she spouted.       


“Yes, Ma’am, until the
Commander returns.”


“If I told you all to
stand down, would you?”


“No, ma’am,” he said as
they reached the other side of the parking lot near the fenced perimeter of the
base. He tilted his head at her. “He kind of outranks you.”


“Yeah, I guess that’s
true.” She stopped and stretched out her hand. “Thanks again, Ross. I guess
you’re going to stand here until I get on that bus, aren’t you?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“You people have got to
stop calling me ma’am. I feel old enough as it is.” She waved at the security officer
and got a quick wave back. Then a thought fired on all cylinders in her brain.
“There isn’t someone on the other end of this bus, is there?”


Ross crossed his arms over
his chest, causing the muscles to bulge from the cuffs of his T-shirt, and he
scuffed the ground with a toe, somewhat resembling a kid caught with his hand
in the proverbial cookie jar.


“You’re shittin’ me! A
two-man patrol?”


He shrugged at her with
a good-natured grin.


“What makes me so
special?”


He deliberated for a
moment then said, “We’re wondering the same thing. We thought maybe you were a
relative or something, but now we know you’re not.” Ross tossed his head. “Your
bus is coming, Snow White, you better go.”


That’s great, she’d
been interrogated at the same time! She lifted her hands in the air. “I don’t
have an answer for you, SEAL, but I’m sure as hell going to find out when he
gets his Commander-like ass back here.”


Ross chuckled. “Bye,
Kayla.”


“See ya around, Ross.”


Well—if the Commander
was going to protect her, she was going to share the wealth. She called a few
departments, and asked if there were any women working shifts like her. When
her dayshift started, she grinned seeing how many gals stood hovering around
the gate. They were grateful, and she
made a few friends. The SEALs didn’t mind either, especially the single ones.
In fact, it wasn’t only one SEAL, a few more joined the escort. When the women
broke away for their offices, one SEAL always remained with her to the front
step of the Command center.


Strolling down the
hall, she shot a look into Captain Redding’s office as she did every day. On
the thirteenth day, the Commander’s desk was occupied. She didn’t knock, but
instead marched in and stood in front of him with her hands on her hips. He
didn’t look up at her. “Nice to see you returned with your head attached, sir,”
she drawled, and darted a quick look at Redding, whose brows rose with humor.


“Hello, Ms. Banks, how
are you?” the Commander asked, concentrating on a document lying on his desk.


“Still alive, thanks to
you, but before I figured it out, I had the shit scared out of me at least
three nights in a row.”


A crooked grin crossed
his lips, but he kept his head bowed. When she remained silent, he finally
raised his eyes to hers. “I hear you have company now.”


A full-on horserace
began in her chest with all the hooves pounding through her heart. Warm, crystalline
blue eyes searched hers. He was glad to see her. The thought made her heart
teeter. To hell with the man, she was not going to wither under his stare just
because he was extraordinarily—over-the-top, without a doubt—oh shit he was handsome. She was so
relieved to see he was home and unharmed. Flinging herself across his desk and
hugging him would be totally irrational behavior. “Yes, so I think you can
probably let your men get to bed a little earlier and rise a little later.”


“SEALs don’t need
sleep.”


“Hoo-rah,” and she
turned on her heels. “Thank you,” she blurted before she rounded the corner
leaving the room.


His deep rumble chased
her down the hallway. “It’s Hoo-yah, and you’re welcome.”

















 


 


 

Chapter Nine



 

Kayla heard the
distinctive sound of rolling casters before someone gently bumped up against
the back of her chair. “Hey Mace, how ya doin’?” she said, not having to look
up. He always wore an enticing aftershave, no doubt expensive and proven to
drive the ladies wild—young ladies.


“So, are ya coming to
watch us this weekend?” he asked, turning her chair to face him.


“Watch you do what?”
she asked, thumbing through a file of afternoon military activity reports she
had to send to the Coast Guard base in Long Beach.


“Jumpin’.”


Tony and Nathan
gathered around. “Hi ya, Snow White,” Tony said, offering up his signature grin.


“Hi, guys.” Turning her
attention back on Mace she asked, “Jumping?”


“Yeah, the big air show
in Arizona this weekend. The SEALs participate every year, doing exercises and
wowin’ the crowd. All the teams take turns being Leap Frogs and…” Mace’s head
jerked back. “Kayla, do you wanna jump?” he asked, surprise widening his grin.


“What? Nuuuu.” She toed
the floor rolling backwards, but he grabbed the arms of her chair to stop her,
pulling her back and pressing his knees against hers.


“You do. I saw that
glint in your eyes.”


“No glint, seriously.” Fox
and Caleb wandered up and she gave them a nod.


Mace grabbed her hand.
“Yes you do, I can see it,” he said, not giving in.


“I might have
considered it when I was younger.” She raised a brow. “Much younger.”


“Kayla, it’s never too
late. You can grab a ride with us. We’re leaving tonight. You’ll be back by
Sunday night. I’ll go over the—”


She held her hand up,
and he stopped gibbering. “Mace, I’ve learned through bitter experience, I
never do anything right the first time. If I jumped out of a perfectly good
aircraft, I’d pull both cords and nothing would happen.”


Tony knelt down on one
knee in front of her. “You wouldn’t be jumping by yourself, Kayla. You could go
tandem with one of us.”


“Not one of us,
Tinman—me,” Mace corrected. “Come on, Kayla, you’d love it.”


Craziness! But, she’d
always wondered what it would be like to skydive. Many times she’d come close,
but the stars just never aligned.


Mace jumped up and
grabbed her hands. “You’re doin’ it. Decision is made.”


“I don’t know Mace—I
think I’m too old for that.”


The other guys didn’t
like her answer and started taunting her.


“What’s going on?” A
growl came from behind them and they all turned to see the Commander scanning
them with a stony look.


“Snow White’s coming
with us this weekend. We could use her in the demo for the tandem. She’s never
jumped before,” Mace piped up.


“And she’s not jumping
now,” the Commander said sternly.


Mace placed a hand on
her shoulder and squeezed her gently. “Not by herself, Commander, with me. I’ll
take her.”


The Commander shook his
head, the look in his eyes adamant.


Disappointment closed
its cold fingers around her heart. “Thanks for the offer, Mace.” She swung
around and answered a call from a base vessel departing the dock for a border
patrol. The next thing she knew she was being drowned out by the team all
squawking behind her.


“Why not, Commander?
This is volunteer, good will stuff. Why can’t she come?” Tony asked.


“I don’t have a problem
with it,” Fox said. “She’d love it. What do you think, Lieutenant?”


Lieutenant Cobbs’
gravelly voice started to reason aloud, like he often did. “We usually do a
tandem jump anyways. She’s light. We’ve probably got more equipment on when we
jump than she weighs. I don’t see why not, but it’s the Commander’s call.”


She nudged the chair up
to her console with her back to them, she couldn’t help it, and crossed her
fingers.


Silence echoed in the
room. “Decision is final. I’m sorry, Kayla,” the Commander said after a few
seconds.


She nodded her acknowledgment
without looking at him, instead staring up at the electronic board crosschecking
the locations of all the vessels belonging to the base, shaking off her
disappointment. One more near miss at feeling the wind beneath her wings, guess
it just wasn’t meant to be.



 

* * * *



 

Mace closed the door
behind him, but didn’t step far from it. The Commander ignored him, taking a
seat at his desk.


In danger of sounding
like a whining kid, he said, “Why?”


“Mace—” The Commander
turned a biting gaze on him. “She’s not going. If she wants to fly to Arizona
to watch on her time, that’s fine, but she’s not jumping with you.”


“Sir, I don’t care if
you make me clean the entire flotilla, but I’m going to say this.”


The Commander leaned
back, his jaw tightening.


“She works her ass off
here.” He took a couple steps closer, but didn’t venture all the way to his
desk. “She makes life bearable, just by doing little things, and now we have a
chance to return her kindness in a small way.”


“She’s a grown woman,
Mace. If she wants to jump, she could get lessons and do it on her own time.”


Fisting his hand in
frustration, it came down hard against the wall. “Jesus Christ, Commander, I
don’t get it. Why do you hate her so much? You’re always glaring at her like
you want to rip her to pieces. I’m amazed she hasn’t buckled yet. What the hell
has she done that’s pissed you off, sir?” The Commander had put his attention
on the far wall as he spouted off. No doubt the storm front was about to move
in, and discipline was sure to follow.


The Commander’s hand
clenched, but not as hard as his expression. “I don’t hate her, Mace. I helped
the woman find a place to live. I’ve accepted her for the long haul. Hell, I
offered her our help to move, which she refused.”


“No, she didn’t.”


That stopped the
Commander cold. “What?”


“We moved her.” He
shrugged, but did one hell of an inner jig. He’d finally one-upped the
Commander. Somebody mark this goddamn day
on the calendar.


“When?”


The inner jig came to a
halt with one foot high in the air. The Commander looked so off balance, it
blew his happy dance to hell. Nothing flustered the man, but he almost looked
hurt. “Last weekend. I brought the guys over and we moved her in.”


The Commander shifted
in his seat. “Good,” the word barely made it out of his mouth. He leaned back,
twisting a pen through his fingers. “You do realize she’s older than you, Mace?”


What
the hell? Now he was speechless. Especially with the fierceness
that dropped into the Commander’s eyes like a flare on its downward arc. He’d
seen it many times before, but it sure as hell wasn’t aimed at one of them. A Tango
had a no RSVP required reservation to meet the grim reaper with that look. He
swallowed thickly. Time for a diversion. A fast one.


“You didn’t see her
eyes just now. For one second, she was really excited. Have you ever looked
into her eyes, Commander? She smiles and even though she does, there’s a part
of her that never really gets to happy. She smiles for people around her, but
the smile is for them, not for her.”


“Yes,” he answered
quietly. “I’ve looked in the woman’s eyes.” The Commander stood up and
approached him. “I’m not going to take the chance she could be hurt—ever. Do
you understand me?”


It was right then Mace
realized what he’d thought was hate in the Commander’s eyes, wasn’t hate at all,
it was restraint. And the biggest shock of all—jealousy. The revelation made
him blink, his head jerking back. He considered finding a Bible, because the
end of the world had to be close at hand. “I won’t let anything happen to her,
Commander.”


“Mace, why is this so
damn important to you?” He swung a quick look into the ops room. “She’s not
some sweet young skirt. She’s professional, and she’ll keep it that way. If you
haven’t figured it out yet, it’s time for a wake-up call. She’s tough as nails.
You think you’re going to impress her into bed? You’re not.”


His brow crushed
together. “I don’t know. She’s just…she’s just.”


The Commander rested a
hand on his shoulder. “This isn’t about getting in her pants, is it? It’s about
your sister.”


He’d taken it pretty
hard when cancer took Leslie from the family last year. He had four brothers
and three other sisters, but Leslie and he were the closest. She was the oldest
while he was the baby of the family. Turning thirty last month was harder on him
than he thought. It was his first birthday without her. She’d practically
raised him, taking care of the house and her siblings while their mom and dad
worked hard to give them everything they needed.


“Kayla even looks a
little like her, doesn’t she, Mace?” the Commander noted, cocking his head at
him. “And I know you miss her.”


He stared at the
ground, dwelling on the Commander’s words. Maybe there was some truth to it,
subconsciously. Kayla simply made him feel good. She laughed at his jokes, and
when she smiled at him, his heart melted. The reality was, he had a horrible
crush on her, but he knew there was no way in hell anything would grow between
them, other than friendship.


Commander Austen sighed.
“Mace, I’ll talk to her, all right? If I feel she really wants to come, I’ll
let her.”


How had he missed it?
It was obvious as hell to him now. Just great—the Commander had the spoiled
hearts of so many women behind him it was like the tail on a meteor. The only
thing that would stop him would be the fact she worked in the Command center.
He hoped it was enough. He didn’t want to see Kayla hurt, because the last
thing the Commander would ever do in this lifetime was love someone for more
than one night. “Thank you, sir.”



 

* * * *



 

Kayla darted past his
door on her way home. “Ms. Banks.” He heard her footsteps continue across the
tiled floor and around the corner to the elevator. Before he could catch up to
her, the elevator doors closed. Vaulting down the stairs, he pushed through the
door on the main level and waited. With her head down, she walked straight into
him exiting the elevator.


“I’m sorry,” she
apologized before looking up. “Sorry, Commander.”


He crossed his arms,
watching her weave her way through the people who entered the building. Instead
of turning toward the main gates to catch her bus, she strolled toward a small
park sitting on the edge of Glorietta Bay. Stopping at an empty picnic table, she
flung her bag on top, and climbed up to sit next to it. With fingers tucked between
her knees, she stared out toward the water.


Sliding onto the table
beside her, he considered what he’d say. It wasn’t often he went back on his
word. He knew jumping out of a plane wasn’t the only reason he didn’t want her
to come. “I may have been too hasty in my decision, Kayla.”


“You never call me
Kayla, don’t start now,” she said. “And you’re right, I am a grown woman. If I
was stupid enough to want to jump out of a plane, I would do it.”


Holy crap! She had to
have the ears of a fox. Either that or he should consider soundproofing the
office.


“Have a good weekend,
Commander. Take care.” She jumped off the table, slinging her pack over one arm
and began walking toward the beach.


Like a little clam,
she’d closed herself up tight. It bothered him, more than it should have. There
was absolutely no animosity in her voice. It sounded pleasant and professional.
She’d shoved her disappointment deep inside, and for some reason he knew, only
a woman who’d had to deal with defeat a lot could cope like that.


He called after her.
“You’re not jumping by yourself. One of the men will have to take you, do you
understand?”


She stopped, and stared
at the water instead of looking at him. “What if I chicken out at the last
minute?”


The Pacific’s breeze
caught her curls and played with them while the wind flapped at her sea-green
colored sleeves. “Somehow I doubt that,” he said with a twist of bitterness in
his chest. He hoped she did. The thought of her falling ten thousand feet made
his stomach roll.


She pivoted slowly on
her heel, and tilted her head at him. “I can go?” she asked carefully.


He shrugged.


She took five quick
steps towards him. “Was that a yes, Commander?”


He slowly turned his gaze
to her. What the hell was the matter with her, anyway? Most women who looked
like her wanted to get their nails done or go shopping for hours on end. “What
the hell do you want to jump out of a plane for?” She took two more steps to
stand right in front of him, within grabbing distance. Then he realized he
wasn’t breathing.


“Is that a yes? I can
go?” she asked, blinking up at him.


He cleared his throat,
restrained by her beautiful eyes. “Yes, you can go, Ms. Banks.” For a second, a
brief one, he saw it. He saw the light in her eyes Mace described, and then she
grabbed both his hands in hers and squeezed.


“Thank you, this is
great. I’m scared shitless,” she said, a sweet laugh following.


He’d never seen her
smile so brightly. The woman kept herself hidden and reserved every hour of the
day. He sure as hell didn’t expect her to hug him. It took him off guard. Instantly
he curled his arms around her slender waist, and gazed down into her face, a
smile spreading across his lips. His body tingled and popped like embers from a
fire. She felt so damn good in his arms. “Mace better not screw up or he’ll be
vacuuming the bottom of the sea with his teeth if anything happens to you.”


So excited, she clapped
him on his shoulders twice. “I have to go pack, where should I meet you?” she
asked, pulling from him ready to run for the bus. He grabbed her hand and she
spun around. “What?”


“I’ll drive you home,
Ms. Banks. We don’t have time for you to take the bus, wheels up in one hour.”


“I can do one hour,
come on,” she said almost breathless, and started to yank him behind her. If a
heart could actually swell with warmth, he knew his just had. He was the anchor
and she was the beautiful vessel swinging around him drifting on a tropical
sea, but he was in danger of dragging, and he knew it.


They caught a ride on
one of the C-130s demonstrating at the air show. Lieutenant Cobbs and Mace had
her wedged safely between them, and when Mace saw the loudness of the plane
bothered her, he placed a set of headphones over her ears. She’d turned down
the opportunity to ride in the cockpit, opting to stay with them. Not wasting
time, Mace was already showing her the equipment and explaining the rules of
parachuting.


Cobbs shot a look his
way, and it definitely had humor, if not a few questions roving around his
expression. Thing was, he didn’t have any answers, at least none he wanted to
admit.



 

* * * *



 

The large door in the
aft of the aircraft rumbled open. Mace held her around the shoulders as if
afraid she’d go running out before it settled on the ground. She turned,
looking for the Commander, but he was standing behind the team, hidden from her
view. All the men wore a light version of field fatigues, pants and sand-colored
T-shirts. With the opening of the door, she understood why as the Arizona August
warmth blasted inside the aircraft. The smell of jet fuel, the sound of whining
engines and the hub of activity on the landing area made her excitement spiral.


“Beer Garden!” Caleb
shouted.


“Beer Garden,” the rest
echoed.


Her brows rose at Mace.


“The Beer Garden at
this air show rocks. If we weren’t part of the entertainment we’d probably come
anyway,” he said, pulling her along with him as their boots fell on the nonskid
ramp toward the tarmac. Everyone carried their equipment and personal gear as
they left the aircraft, including her. When Fox offered to carry hers, she
shook her head. She didn’t want special treatment. Commander Austen wasn’t
getting one excuse to stop her from jumping.


“Where do you all
stay?” she asked.


“Normally, we throw up
a few tents, but we’re going in style this time. We’ve got rooms at a hotel
close by.”


“Um, I’m thinking that
it’s pretty much sold out for the show.”


“Probably.” He paused.
“Oh, right,” realizing she didn’t have one.


“She can have mine,
I’ll bunk with Cobbs,” the Commander said, falling in step beside her, as they
all walked in a sprawling line toward the military jeep waiting for them.


“No, Commander, I’m not
going to put you out.”


“Then you can bunk with
me, I don’t mind sharing.” An ultra quick smile flashed below his sunglasses
and his stride increased the distance between them without a second look. She
swallowed hard.


“He’s kidding,” Mace
said, giving her a squeeze, then his brow wrinkled. “I think.”


Their driver wore a
green ball cap, shades and khakis, and maintained a look straight ahead as if
sitting at attention, his hands clutching the steering wheel at ten and two.


Before she could
object, the Commander whisked her into his arms as the guys hoisted themselves
into the back of the jeep. Mace and Nathan reached for her and pulled her into
the back. When she was seated, the Commander jumped into the passenger seat.


The airport hummed with
activity as they ripped around the herds of people wandering around inspecting
the military and commercial aircraft. Black Hawk helicopters—four of them,
hovered overhead while flagmen motioned them to a spot, their enormous chopper
blades stirring up the small grains of sand and dust on the airfield. The warm
wind brushed her face. Tomorrow would be an amazing day, and she felt giddy
nerves biting at her already.


Once all the guys had
checked in, she stepped up to the desk. The Commander slipped a plastic card
into her hand, and curled his arm around her, pulling her away.


“Commander, there might
be a room left.”


“There’s no room, Ms
Banks, these hotels sell out months in advance for this event.” He led her to
the elevator where the squad waited. “Ten minutes, men, and then—” He grinned
at them, sliding his shades from his eyes. “It’s the Beer Garden.”


She covered her ears
with the shout of hoo-yah that resounded from all of them. The problem was they
were in the elevator, and she was squeezed between a lot of tall, muscled man
flesh. Not the most uncomfortable of feelings, if not for the flush of heat
racing through her with her back pushed against the Commander’s hard frame. She
flipped the card in her hand, but of course there was no room number on it.


For the second time, the
hair stood up on the back of her neck when his voice brushed past her ear.
“Three-oh-five. You’d better write it down on your hand. Tonight when you come
back drunk, I wouldn’t want you crawling into the wrong bed.”


Twisting, she gave him
a “yeah right” look. “Commander, getting me drunk would be as difficult as
making me a virgin again.” She shot out the doors as it opened, the hoots of
laughter following her.


“You’re on, Snow
White,” Tinman barked. The doors opened down the hallway as they all found
their rooms. Glancing to the right, she saw the Commander and the Lieutenant enter
the room next to her.


Crossing the modest,
clean suite, she tossed her bag on the bed and scrunched the thick curtains in
her fingers, pulling them open to see the Arizona mountain range rise in the
distance, with hues of red and dark brown. The sand glowed with a brilliant
orange as the setting sun fired its dying rays onto the landscape. Her heart
beat a hundred times faster than normal as she pulled open the sliding glass
door and walked onto the balcony. She felt like she was twenty, not lumbering toward
her forties. The slide of a door to her right caught her ear.


The Commander rested
his forearms on the railing, giving her a look across his shoulder. “A little
different than the ocean, but a balcony nonetheless.”


Reaching up, she
released her hair she normally kept in a neat, tight bun at work. “Yes, but
it’s beautiful. I’ve never been to Arizona.” She leaned over the railing and
played with the band in her fingers. “I really haven’t traveled all that much.”


He stared at her with
an absent nod, as if he were caught in some kind of trance. “We’re heading out
in ten minutes. I think you should come with us.”


“Thanks, Commander, but
I’m just going to take a walk.”


“Walk, see, listen,” he
said, remembering what she’d told him. “I think the men would be disappointed
if you didn’t come.”


“I don’t want to cramp
their style. There’s still light in the sky, and—”


He cut her off. “You’ve
got eight minutes to get ready, Ms. Banks,” and he left.



 

* * * *



 

Flinging her small bag
open, she yarded out a halter top made by her grandmother. She couldn’t
remember the last time she’d really partied, but it had been literally years.
Tonight she was going to break the trend, just in case it was her last one!


Staring down at the
halter in her hands, she remembered the woman who’d made it. The beads and
crushed animal hide were still in excellent condition. Her grandmother was
native, born into the Haida tribe of British Columbia. Kayla had only seen her
a few times growing up, but she did remember how beautiful she was. When her
grandmother passed, her mother had given her the handmade piece, but she
couldn’t have been any older than sixteen. Those were dark days for her, but
the gift had given her a small connection she’d needed so desperately at the
time.


Turning once in the
mirror, she wrinkled her nose at the pair of light beige, leg-hugging pants
clutching her hips. When the hell had her ass started to look like that? The
modest pearl earrings she usually wore were tossed for hoops. Reaching behind
her, she placed a wide necklace made of intricate beads layered in a multitude
of colors across her chest. When her mother passed, her half-sister glommed
onto all her belongings. She didn’t argue, but she kept the necklace with its
native workmanship; like the halter, it connected her to her heritage.


Every once in a while
the native blood, although diluted by her father, bloomed inside her. She
fluffed her waves of hair, stuffed her feet into a pair of tawny, suede boots
rippling down to her ankles, and opened the door in under ten minutes.


She heard the click of
several doors opening, and the team emerged looking like regular men, without
the hint of navy. Well, maybe the haircuts gave them away. They wore blue jeans
and light shirts or T-shirts showing off their rolling abs and pumped upper
arms. Some donned baseball caps and everyone had shades. The Commander’s door
swung open and he and Cobbs exited, but both of them stopped in their tracks and
stared at her. She stopped as well and then looked behind her. All the guys
were staring. “What?” she said, getting the feeling something was terribly
wrong. “What’s wrong?”


She swung around to stare
at the Commander, and he slowly put his finger to his shades and slipped them
down his nose. He cleared his throat. “Nothing.”


Across from her, Mace
popped out of his room. His brows rose as he joined her, and they walked down
the hall. “What’s the matter with them, Mace?” she whispered out the side of
her mouth.


“What do ya mean?”


“Why is everyone
looking at me strangely?”


He laughed and curled
his arm around her. “Why do ya think, Kayla?”


They were quickly
catching up. She shook her head.


He stepped back with a
confused grin. “You’re kidding, right?”


Her brow twisted and
she hit the down button. The guys gathered round and they squeezed into the
elevator again, this time however, it was bone-chilling quiet. What the hell
was the matter with them? She was at the back of the elevator this time, and
she reached for the Commander’s arm as the rest of the guys got out. “Commander,
did I do something wrong?” she asked quietly.


His shoulders rose with
a quick laugh. “Uh-uh,” he muttered, looking at the ground instead of her.


Uncomfortable with the
silence, even on the way back to the airport, she broke off from the team when
they turned for the masses of people mulling about brilliant white tents.


“Kayla, where are you
going?” Mace asked, stopping her.


“I’ll find you guys
later. Beer Garden, right?”


“Kayla—” he placed a
hand on her bare shoulder, and she stepped away from his touch. “Come with us.”


Something had happened.
The air definitely changed. “I’ll see y’all later.” She quickly glanced at the
Commander standing a few feet away. Hidden behind his shades, she knew his eyes
were evaluating her again, and with a taut jaw, and his expressionless
features, he didn’t approve of something.


It was the first time
she’d ever seen him in civilian clothes, except for the day he’d helped her
find her condo. The jeans he wore narrowed at his waist, and the light blue
shirt matched the color of his eyes, wrapping around a perfectly toned torso. A
belt, with a bronzed buckle had UDT embossed under the SEAL trident, looped
around his hips. He waited for a moment and then began to stride toward them.


Turning, she meant for
a quick get away, but the Commander stepped in front of her. “About face, Ms.
Banks.”


Taking a step back, she
shook her head sharply. The wind blew hot and dusty around them, but for some
reason she grew cold. Her gaze crawled up his chest and into his eyes, his
shades dangling in his fingers. “I’m going to walk with the wind for a while.”


His brows knit
together. “Then I’ll come with you.” His hand curled around hers to stop her.


She shook her head
again. “I’ll catch up to you later.”


Thane searched her
face. “Why do I feel like I’m letting a dove free into a flock of ravens?”


Gazing into his
features made her stomach tighten. “I don’t really remember my grandmother. She
died a long time ago, but she had a saying for everything. I heard her tell my
mother once, although a raven has sharp eyes and quick claws, it can’t catch
what’s already dead.”


He jerked his head. “I
don’t know what that means, and I don’t think I want to know,” he said quietly.
“Let me come with you. I’ll show you the field. There’s plenty of wind out
there.”


“I walk alone,
Commander.” He didn’t try to stop her again, and she was glad he didn’t.

















 


 


 

Chapter Ten



 

After waiting for
forty-five minutes to get in, Mace and the rest of the team found a table near
the back of the tent. The smell of barbeque, fried onions and loud conversation
choked the air. The Beer Garden overflowed with air, sea and land personnel
mixing it up with the civilians. 


Before the single women
descended on their table, the Commander pulled him aside while the guys went
for grub.


“Where do you think she
is, Mace?”


He shrugged. “Don’t
know, sir. She got all weird when you were all gawking at her.”


The Commander’s eyes darted
away from his, and scanned the crowd. “She—doesn’t normally look—like—that,” he
said carefully.


Mace pinched his lips
together, trying to burn the smile knowing he had the Commander figured out.
“Like what, sir?”


Tony popped between
them and thrust a plastic cup into each of their hands. “Salute!” he said.


“Learn that from
Kayla?” Mace asked.


“Yup,” he said,
throwing back a long gulp. “Christ, it’s hot, eh?”


“Eh?” Mace laughed.


Tony chuckled. “She
rubs off on you, ya know. Spent a few hours with her yesterday.”


“What did she say?” the
Commander jumped in.


Tony’s brows rose. “’Bout
what?”


“Anything.”


Tony shot a look his
way, not sure what the Commander wanted. He started to open his mouth and then
slammed it shut. Mace knew the feeling. When he figured out the Commander was
becoming human, and his attraction to Kayla was more than bed-sheet-worthy, it
numbed the brain.


“We—uh—she, sir, not
sure what you mean?”


He wasn’t helping
Tinman, he could ride this mission on his own.


“Did she talk about
anything other than work?”


Tony glanced around. “Ah,
well, we hung out at the beach for a while, and then she made me dinner.”


“You got dinner!” Mace
griped. “Seriously. Why do you rate?”


“Wasn’t just me, dude.
Gord and Barry came over.”


“Did they say
anything?” the Commander asked, looking more frustrated by the second.


“About what, sir?”


“Kayla, you asshole,”
the Commander growled. “Did they divulge anything about their time before they
came here?”


“Not really, I mean
Gord asked Kayla asked about some guy. Lieutenant Commander somebody or
another. I wasn’t really paying attention.”


The Commander stilled. Not good. “Sir, it could be anybody.”


“Wouldn’t say that,”
Tony added, then motioned with his cup after taking a drink. “She looked a
little worried when they brought him up, and she said this guy didn’t know she
was here. Other than that, we just kicked back and bullshitted.”


“Do you think she has a
boyfriend, a serviceman?” the Commander asked, his expression tight.


Tony’s brows popped and
Mace could see the light finally came on.


Mace eyed the Commander
carefully. “Sir, I doubt it. I think she would have mentioned something to me.”


The Commander turned a
stormy expression on him. “Why is that, Petty Officer Callahan?”


Shit.
His hands jumped in the air to ward off the anger that struck like a
compression blast. “Whenever I’ve asked her about Canada, she quickly changes
the subject.”


“Why do you think that
is?”


“Don’t know, but she
gets very guarded. I asked Barry about it.”


“And?”


He felt like he was
deceiving Kayla by talking behind her back, so he stalled.


“Mace, what aren’t you
telling me?”


He rammed his hands in
his pockets. “It’s nothing.”


“Listen, Mace, we don’t
know her. There’s a reason I’m asking.”


Tony’s head bobbed back
and forth, obviously relieved he wasn’t on the spot.


“Barry doesn’t know
anything, but he says Gord does and won’t share. Like I said, it’s probably
nothing. Workplace crap.”


The Commander put the
cup he’d emptied on a table beside him. “I’m going to find her. She shouldn’t
be roaming around here on her own.”


“No, sir. She’ll come
back when she’s ready. Let’s grab something to eat.”



 

* * * *



 

Mace saw the Commander
look at his watch again, and for the hundredth time scan the crowd. The team
had consumed enough Smokies and beer in the last two hours to feed three
squads.


“Something wrong,
sailor?” The gorgeous brunette who’d hooked herself to his side an hour ago asked.


Mace adjusted her on
his lap. “No, sweetheart, we’re just missing part of our team.”


The Commander shot a
look across the table at him. The nuclear blonde who paddled upstream trying to
get his attention all night wasn’t giving in. She laid her hands gently from
time to time on the Commander’s arm, and was giving him all the signals, but
the Commander wasn’t acting like he normally did.


“Maybe I should go look
for her, Commander.”


“Her?” the brunette
asked, raising a brow. “If she works with you, she must be built like a moose,”
and she giggled.


He ignored the twenty-one
year old on his lap.


“I’ll take a wander
around,” the Commander said, raising his large frame from the table. “Excuse me.”
He nodded absently at the blonde.


The blonde didn’t
bother to hide the ticked expression crossing her features. Time spent and
wasted, Mace thought, grinning to himself.


The Commander pulled
out his cell phone. “Yeah, room three-oh-five.” He waited then snapped it shut,
scanning the surroundings again. The enormous tent was brimming with people,
and more waited in a line to get in.


“Not in her room, huh?”
Mace said.


“Where’s the Commander
going?” Tony asked, swaggering up to them with a beautiful redhead in his arms.


“He’s going to look for
Snow White.”


“Then he’s going in the
wrong direction.”


The Commander stopped
and turned. “Where is she?” he said gruffly.


“Over there. She’s
ripping up the dance floor.”


There was no way to
tell whom she was dancing with, but men circled her, and it looked like all of
them. The Commander glared at her, and if she didn’t feel the burn of that stare,
nothing would hurt her.


The Commander’s eyes
shot to the blonde who watched him with half-hooded lids, the sexual innuendo
pooling on the table, but the Commander’s thoughts were misdirected and Mace
knew it. As the Commander zeroed in on the blonde, Kayla suddenly appeared.


“Hi guys.” Her eyes
drifted immediately to the Commander and the blonde.


“Where ya been,
Kayla-girl?” Fox yelled over the music, lifting a pitcher of beer into the air.
“It’s time you did some serious drinking with us.”


“Working off some extra
calories,” she said, laughing, but the laugh didn’t reach her eyes as the
blonde reached for the Commander.


“Hey, why don’t we hit
the deck,” Mace piped up and stretched his arm over the table, grabbing the
blonde and lifting the brunette off his lap. “Come on, ladies, I wanna see what
you got.”


“I don’t feel like
dancing,” the blonde said, pinching her sharp features into a snarl then ran
her long, pink polished nails down the Commander’s chest.


Mace didn’t miss the
fact the Commander had started to drink more as the night marched along,
getting more and more agitated with every hour. The look in the Commander’s
eyes said he was about to tear into the blonde. He should just let it happen,
but…“Don’t do it, sir. You do, and you’ll regret it,” he warned in a low voice.
The Commander glared at him. “Snow White come here,” he waved her over, and she
wove her way between the chairs.


“What’s up, Ssssniper?”


Yeah, she’d had a few
all right. “The Commander here needs some dance lessons.” The blonde shot him a
scathing look, tucking her body tight against the Commander’s.


Kayla threw her hands
on her hips. “Dance lessons? That I can do.” She reached her hand out, and the
Commander grasped it immediately, following without a single word of resistance
or a second look at the other woman. Mace watched them disappear into the crowd.
Jealousy and acceptance swirled inside him. He should probably shoot himself
the next time they were out on deployment.



 

* * * *



 

“Where have you been?”
he asked. The music slowed down and the Commander wrapped her in his arms,
pulling her a little roughly against him.


“Why? Did ya miss me?”
she shot back, grinning up at him. She’d lost count of how many drinks she’d
thrown back, but enough to brazenly meet his eyes. Warmth swarmed through her
as she pressed against his hard body, and by God, it was as firm as it looked.


He cocked his head at
her and gave her a stern look. “This place is filled with guys who’d love to
take advantage of a beautiful woman.”


“Well, then, I’ve got
no worries,” she said, flopping her hands out, palms up. “They felt sorry for
me, and I didn’t have to buy a single drink tonight.”


A full-on scowl
stiffened his jaw. “Where were you?”


“Not cramping your
style. You didn’t need me tagging along.”


“Kayla, why do you
always insist on going it alone?”


She slid her arms
around his neck. He isn’t so tough.
“I don’t think you need any dance lessons, you dance just fine,” she said,
ignoring his other question. The flutter in her heart wasn’t betrayed in her
voice when his look turned into a glare. Thank God, she was half-cut.


The desert grew chilly
in the evening, but the goose bumps rippling across her skin weren’t from the
night, but from his large palm as it brushed against the bare skin at the
hollow of her back.


Bloody hell, there was
that terrible sour feeling in her chest again. It pierced right through all the
alcohol. The look in his eyes hardened. Maybe he was sorry he’d let her come.
“You always look at me like you hate me. If you want me to leave the Command center,
I will. If you don’t think I belong, I’ll put in a transfer,” she spurted,
looking away.


A gust of air left the
Commander’s lungs as his hand slid up her back, and through her curls. “I don’t
hate you, Kayla,” his chest expanding with deep breaths.


She swallowed hard. The
song ended and she backed away from him, feeling like a total fool. Sounding
like some bratty twenty-year-old did nothing for her cause. “Good night, sir.”


“No, Kayla, don’t walk
away from me, again,” he commanded.


Denial and desire mixed
in his light blue eyes. His muscled forearm slipped around her waist and drew her
tight. “I—I think I should,” but it came out like a breath of air. A wave of
heat tingled in her toes and quickly rushed through her body. She’d wondered
more than once what being in his arms would feel like. Now she knew, and it
scared her. Twenty years had passed since she’d felt sensations as strong as
this. An aura like his could enchant any woman, and she’d fallen as well.


He barely shook his
head, his full, strong lips coming closer, their gazes spellbound.


Her airway closed off. Oh, God.


“Snow White, Snow
White.” The team started to pound the table.


They both jumped apart,
the chant breaking their hold on each other.


“Who the hell is Snow
White?” the singer on the stage asked.


“Show ‘em what you got,
Snow White,” Tony yelled, jumping on his chair, calling across all the heads
that filled the Beer Garden.


The Commander gently
nudged her along, making a path for her through the people. As he released her,
his hands sensually slipped across her shoulders, and his warm breath kissed
her ear. “Sing for me, sweetheart.” Her heart pounded in her chest, not because
she had to sing, but because of what he had called her.


“You’re Snow White,
huh?” the hottie on the stage said, smiling down at her.


She planted her hands
on her hips and stared up at him. “Apparently.” The racket from her team’s
table started to catch and the place started to jump. The guy held his hand out
and she grabbed it, hoisting her up onto the two-foot high stage. “Why don’t we
turn it up a notch?” she called out.


“What’s it gonna be?”
he asked.


“How about helping me
out with On the Floor, by Ms. Lopez.”


“Whoa, you don’t fool
around, let’s do it, girlfriend.”


The band started the
song, and people bulleted for the dance area in front of the stage. A spark
ignited inside her, flared and then an explosion filled her as the music lit up
her soul. In the past, her love for music had saved her life. It was the only
thing she loved that hadn’t been taken from her.



 

* * * *



 

Thane returned to the
table, but he didn’t sit. On the stage, his little mermaid transformed. Her
vocals shook the crowd, but this time she let loose, and the place went
absolutely crazy when her body undulated to the music as the beat rose like an
approaching orgasm. The guy on the stage with her couldn’t hide his surprise,
and together they blew the canopy off the place.


Kayla’s gorgeous body
gyrated, her hips swaying with the music. The crowd—in unison—thrust their arms
into the air toward her in rhythm with the beat. The entire place moved with
her. Kayla took them higher, running her hands through her waves of hair
leaving it in sexy disarray, her eyes on fire. There couldn’t have been a man
in the place who didn’t want to claim her, because he sure the hell did.
Raising his fingers to his lips, he whistled. The team joined in, cheering
their girl on. He leaned over. “That’s my girl, and she’s goddamned beautiful,
Mace.”


The song ended and the
crowd roared with applause, begging for more. But typical Kayla, shook her head
and was going to jump to the ground when the singer of the band stopped her.
“Not so fast, Snow White. One more for the road,” he said, blowing a kiss at
her, and giving her the stage.


“Okay, one more.” She
put her hand up to shield her eyes, looking into the crowd. “This one’s for my
team. They’re brave, their acts of valor are never forgotten, and I’m so proud
to work with them. I love them all.” She cleared her throat as the place
quieted down. “I pray that my men, and all of you who fight an endless battle
always come home safe to the ones you love. If there was ever a song that held
a prayer, this is it.”


Mace looked over at
him. “Maybe she loves one of us a little more, Commander.”


His eyes never veered
from his little powerhouse on the stage. “A man couldn’t be that lucky,” he
muttered. And obviously no man had been, since she’d managed to walk through thirty-plus
years of life alone. He couldn’t understand it.


When the music started,
he knew exactly what song she was going to sing: a hit made famous by Andrea Bocelli—The Prayer.


When the first words
left her lips, the audience stilled.


Kayla slid from the
stage and wound her way through the crowd who gaped with awe as she passed. Transitioning
between English and Italian with perfect resonance, she wandered amidst the
tables. Near the center of her audience, she reached the pinnacle of the song,
and he saw tears in people’s eyes.


Her gaze found his, and
stilled his heart. Slowly, she approached him, her voice pulling the perfect
notes with power from somewhere inside her. The song came straight from her
soul and struck his with a painful force, shattering it.


When she reached him,
his arm snaked out to curl around her waist and pull her between his thighs.
The feel of her warm skin on his fingers, her voice filling the air with sweet
magic made his heart sail into an open sea. Her final note and her eyes riveted
him. When the song ended, he drew her to his chest and without even thinking
twice, claimed her mouth. Passion seared through him. She seared through him.


“Now that’s one lucky
bastard,” the lead singer yelled to the crowd, who were on their feet
applauding. Not wanting his audience to cool down, he immediately rolled into a
rock song from the eighties.


Surrounded by the team,
yet separated from the world, their kiss deepened to a frantic pitch. He had to
get a grip, but his grip was on the only thing that mattered to him. An
electrical storm of need grew between them, and Kayla incinerated his belief
that his heart was forever buried—to ash.


Slowly, she drew away
from him. The light in her eyes when she’d sung dimmed and before him was the
same beautiful, humble woman she always was. The team careened around them, but
for one exquisite moment, their gaze locked the world out, and it was just the
two of them. He would have given all he owned, his soul, everything—to stay
this way with her.


Kayla melted into the
crowd. When he spotted her again she was weaving her way through the throngs of
moving bodies on the dance floor. She was leaving—again. He watched until she
disappeared into the darkness, and yet he could still see her, like you see the
sun behind closed eyes after looking directly into it.


“Oh-seven-hundred hours
tomorrow at the hanger,” he called over the music at Mace.


Mace gave him a nod. He
flipped a leg over the cheesy plastic picket fence surrounding the gardens, and
headed with long strides to catch up with Kayla.


In no hurry, her steps
lazily meandering, she made for the front gate. “Hey,” he said, reaching for
her. She refused to look at him, instead, she crossed her arms and stared at
the sand. “I’m sorry, I…”


“No worries,
Commander.”


“You have the most
amazing gift, Kayla.”


“Thank you.”


“Are you heading back
to the hotel?”


She nodded.


“Have you had anything
to eat yet tonight?”


“No. I’ll see you in
the morning, sir,” She turned.


“Stop calling me sir,”
he growled. She was his subordinate, and…Jesus Christ, she confused him. “What
the hell do you want me to do? You walked out of your room this afternoon
looking like a man’s absolute fantasy. You dumbfounded everyone, but me most of
all.” He knew it came out like he was giving her hell, and he was, but she was
driving him out of his fucking mind.


Her head shot up. Tears
glistened so bright in her dark eyes they twinkled. She backed away from him as
if she were scared of him. “What time should we be at the hanger?” she asked,
her voice steady as ever.


Maybe she thought he
couldn’t see her tears in the darkness, and maybe he’d let her keep thinking
that. A crushing weight pushed down on his chest. “I’m going back to the hotel.
Why don’t we grab a cab?” he suggested, trying to bring himself back in line.
He wasn’t staggering drunk, but being with her in this condition was dangerous.


“I guess so,” she agreed
quietly.


When they reached their
rooms, and slid the cards into their respective locks he had never, ever in his
life, had to use as much ball-busting willpower as he did in that second. All
he had to do was get into his bloody room and lock the door. That was it.


“Good night,
Commander.”


She looked so beautiful
in that little halter top with the native designs and small beaded work running
along the seams, accentuating her breasts, mounded within the tawny animal
skin. He knew he was going to dream about her the entire night, and it wouldn’t
be the first time.


He only wanted to see
one person walk out of the darkness tonight, and when she did, he’d lost it.
“Good night,” he said briskly, and slammed the door behind him. He rested his
head against it, trying to calm the blood boiling inside him.


Air gusted from his
lungs, breaking the silence. He walked to the other door joining their rooms.
Laying his palm on it, he wondered if like fire, he could feel her heat through
it. Unbuttoning his shirt, he yanked the hem from his pants. His shaft,
swollen beneath the jeans he wore, needed release, and he opened the button and
peeled the zipper, the waistband flopping over. “God help me, ”
he muttered, shaking his head and closing his eyes as the minutes ticked by. A
small tap on the door sent his heart into his throat.


“Commander, are you there?
”


“What's wrong, Kayla?
”


“Um, my alarm clock
doesn’t work. I called down to the front desk, but they don’t have a spare. I
put in a wake-up call, but I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind hammering on my
door too. ”


His fingertips tingled
reaching for the lock. A man’s guilty pleasure is his weakest link, the place
where his mental armor is the thinnest and most vulnerable. He twisted the
lock, and gave the door the tiniest pull. Standing in front of him, wearing a
red satin negligee, clinging to every curve, he came face to face with his
Achilles heel. Her beauty, her body, the essence of Kayla slammed into him like
a rogue wave, and he knew he would never be the same man again.



 

* * * *



 

After thirty-six years
of living, she never expected to be struck by lightning. Her mouth gaped as the
door did. The Commander stood with his shirt unbuttoned, the heat in his eyes
melting her into a puddle. His chest rolled with taut muscles, and his jeans
sat low on his hips with the arch between his thumb and forefinger locked tight
against his smooth flesh. The lean sinew threading his hips fired an
overwhelming urge to follow it with her tongue. A ripple rolled through his
abs, and she didn’t miss what poked its head from his pants, thick, hard, and
needy.


“Kayla—” His jaw
strained to a hard angle. “You have to close this door—now,” he breathed. His
chest muscles flexed as if he were using every ounce of his will to restrain
himself.


Closing the door
without touching him would be harder than jumping out of a plane. Her arms
slowly crossed and she gathered her negligee in her fingers, pulling it over
her head and dropping it into a pool on the floor.


The Commander drew his
breath through his teeth with a hiss, and his shaft jumped, thrusting from his
pants. Gliding her hand down her skin, she imagined what his hands would feel
like. Like a wild creature in heat, her moist cream began to wash down her
thighs in little rivers. Thane’s gaze locked on her, sliding across her body,
then his lids closed as if he were in pain.


A sharp little breath
escaped her own lips when her fingers caressed her fold, covering them with
silk. She reached out and slowly slid them across the slit on the head of his
shaft, mixing it with the bulb of shiny moisture on the end.


His head whipped back
and he groaned. “Oh, fuck, is that what you feel like?”


A burning look of heat
shot through her, and his body jerked as if he was going to launch himself at
her.


Loud voices cascaded
down the hallway, announcing the team. She heard the lock on his door click
open, accepting the Lieutenant’s card. She clutched the doorknob between their
rooms, and snapped it shut, cutting them off from each other. Her heart banged
so hard in her chest she saw stars. Taking a couple staggering steps backwards,
the back of her knees touched the bed, and she collapsed on it.


What
the hell had she done? Her gaze glued itself to the door,
his image clear as if he were still standing there. The low rumble of voices
ghosted through the wall, assuring her he was on the other side. Control yourself! The power and passion
she’d seen in his eyes stampeded through her blood like a wild, thrashing
animal destroying all the walls she’d erected to protect herself. She wanted
him. Oh, God, she really wanted him.


She swiped her negligee
from the floor, slipping it over her body and stepped to the door, her hand
curled to knock on it.

















 


 


 

Chapter Eleven



 

“Morning, Snow White,”
Tony said, seeing her first.


“Morning, guys,” she
greeted with a halfway chipper tone.


Mace stood up and
pulled a chair from the next table, sliding it between him and Nathan. “Morning,
Kayla,” he said, watching her carefully.


He’d politely thrown
the brunette he’d met at the party out of his room after a romp in the sack
last night. It had only left him four hours sleep, but he had enough adrenaline
doing a zip trek through his veins to get him through the day, especially after
talking with the Commander.


He’d just sat down for
breakfast when the Commander came in shortly after. “Morning, sir.”


The Commander pored
himself a coffee, took one sip and set his cup down, leaning across the table,
he said, “If you fuck up today, and she gets hurt, even a bruise—your life with
me will be a living hell, do you understand me, Mace?”


“Yes, sir,” he said,
taking a bite out of his bottom lip. He’d seen him heated, angry, explosive,
but he’d never seen deadly like he was seeing now. “Sir?”


“What?” he growled,
taking a breath and sitting back in his chair, bringing his cup with him.


“You like her, a
lot—don’t you, sir?”


“No, I don’t like her,”
he snapped. “She’s my subordinate, my responsibility, and I’d have the entire
base down my throat if something happened to her, never mind Red tearing a
piece outta my ass.”


He nodded. “Soooo, how
exactly do you explain kissing her last night like she was the love of your
life if you don’t like her, sir?” At the same time, he wondered where he could
find some soap because he was going to be washing down the Black Hawks this
afternoon for sure.


The Commander gave him
a “don’t push it” look.


“Sir, you said she was
goddamned beautiful, but it’s more than that, isn’t it?”


The cup the Commander
held came down with shattering clank.
“I am only concerned about her welfare. She will be relying on you to see her
safely to the ground. Keep alert, take precautions, extra ones if necessary.”


He cleared his throat
and refilled his cup. “Sir, you do realize she likes you, too?”


“For the love of God,
Mace,” he rubbed his temple and let out a huge sigh. “Drop it.”


“Although I know I’m
taking my life and serving it up on a to
be annihilated platter, I don’t think you should ignore your feelings.”


The Commander’s steely
gaze bit into him like a bear trap. “I have my reasons, Petty Officer Callahan.
If you haven’t noticed, our profession doesn’t bode well for survival or
family.”


Mace took a long sip of
his coffee. “Maybe not, sir, but a minute of love is better than going into the
ground never feeling it.” The expression on the Commander’s face almost had him
keeling over. Had he actually gotten through to this hard-assed man? It sure
looked like he had, because the Commander’s expression had morphed into
confusion, if not doubt, and the infamous Ghost never doubted himself.


The waitress sat their
plates on the table. “Anything else I can get you?” she asked, turning her gaze
to the Commander.


He didn’t even look at
the beautiful woman when he gave his head one jerk to the negative. When the
Commander followed Kayla last night, Mace had wondered whether something would
happen between them, but his foul mood this morning told him the Commander was
at war with himself, which meant that something almost happened.


Kayla brought him out
of his thoughts when she patted him on the shoulder as she sat down. “Thanks,
Mace.”


“Ho, someone’s looking
a little hung over,” Fox said laughing, and picked up a pitcher off the table,
filling her cup with coffee. “You’re gonna have the wind beneath your wings
today, and more firewater in your veins tonight, little lady, so get some of
this into you.”


The guys laughed at her
when her head shot up at that comment. “What?” she crowed.


“Kayla, if you’re not
Pocahontas’ daughter, I’ll eat a rattlesnake.”


Mace leaned into her.
“Don’t bite on that one, he always eats snake. He’s a freak.”


She almost spewed her
coffee. “Yuck, Fox, really?”


“What?” He lifted his
hands in the air innocently. “It tastes like chicken.”


“Aw, God.” Kayla
groaned, flattening a hand against her stomach.


“Ma’am, would you like
some breakfast?” the waitress asked, appearing beside her.


The look on her face
made the whole table bust a gut.



 

* * * *



 

 Mace, Fox, and Tony spent the morning with her
in non-stop training. They went over all the equipment three times, emergency
maneuvers five times, and explained the type of chute known as a ram-air
parachute they used for demonstrations. There was no playtime, and she sensed
Mace was on edge. He explained the forward throw as they’d exit the plane, the
landing roll, and made sure she understood that their landing would be like
jumping from a height of eight feet. They covered terminal velocity and the
freefall would be significant. Then he made her practice the landing roll using
a four-foot platform until she did it perfectly.


“Mace.” She laid a hand
on him when they took a fifteen minute break to get out of the blistering sun.
“Are you okay?”


“Sure, Kayla, I just
want to make sure there’s no screw-ups.”


Her brow wrinkled. “If
you don’t want to take me, just say so. It’s all right.” She followed his eyes
as they darted away from her.


He leaned back on his
haunches. “No, I just want to be sure, that’s all.”


“You must have done
this a hundred times. I can tell something is wrong, Mace. What is it?”


“Kayla, we’re jumping
from eight thousand feet, things can go wrong. Chutes tangle. I’m just being
cautious, okay?”


She leaned over and
gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, Mace.” His head bowed immediately, and
she could swear he was blushing.


She scanned the
airfield. The Black Hawks had just taken off with other members of Team One.
They were about to start the Fast Rope demonstration. The SEALs didn’t have the
luxury of floating lazily to the ground. Years ago, a new technique had been
invented—it was dangerous, but efficient when deploying from a helicopter. It
meant sliding down a rope with no added safety measures—just the man, his equipment,
and clutching the line with the pull of gravity until his boots hit the sand.


As her team geared up,
she realized she had it easy, basically—she would be Mace’s gear. The team
belted on their equipment, and the list was endless.


Her heart beat hard in her
chest, but it began to flutter when she recognized the confident stride of
Commander Austen as he crossed the tarmac toward them. He was suited up in full
combat fatigues, helmet, shades, and his chute hung over his shoulder. Kayla
swallowed hard, and although she couldn’t see his eyes, she knew he was looking
at her. Mace lured her attention as he helped her into the harness she would
attach to him before the dive.


When Mace looked up the
Commander stood over them. He gave him a thumbs-up, and the Commander nodded.


The drone on the
engines of the special ops aircraft couldn’t drown out the whirr of her heart. 


“Ready to fly, Frogs?” Fox
said in the headset hidden inside her helmet.


The “rogers” echoed in
her set.


“Come on, Kayla, let’s
put some wind beneath those virgin wings of yours,” Fox bellowed.


Although her legs
filled with cement, she forced herself to turn and head toward the aft of the C-130.


“You’re going to do
fine, Kayla,” Mace said, resting a hand on her shoulder as they walked up the
ramp.


Lieutenant Cobbs barked
out orders to the team, going over the demonstration one more time as the back
door closed and the engines on the plane changed pitch, the aircraft beginning
to move. Commander Austen sat on the jump seat across from her. Leaned over
with his hands clasped, he concentrated on the metal deck. He hadn’t said a
word to her, but what did she expect? More than likely the second they got
back, she would be fired. Good sense had come to her a second before allowing
herself to knock on his door last night. No good would ever come from them
writhing in a sensual joining. In fact, it would ruin everything. She’d held
position against the heavy current of need to be in his arms, paddling hard to stop
her desires that wanted to suck her into a dangerous reef. 


The plane left the
ground and her heart turned into a piston with several misfires. Within
seconds, they gained altitude. She looked out the small window across from her,
and it certainly was a different kind of feeling knowing she wouldn’t be coming
down the same way as she was going up—terrifying pretty much summed it up.


The pilot’s voice burst
into her headset, “Two minutes to jump.”


Oh, God, could she
actually do this? The guys all sported grins as they watched her, probably
knowing her guts rolled like a cement truck.


“Goddammit,” the
Commander barked in their ears. “Captain Holmes, take another pass.”


“Commander?” the pilot
questioned.


“On your feet, Mace,”
he ordered abruptly.


“Sir, what’s wrong?”
Mace asked, getting to his feet as ordered.


“She’s jumping with me.”


Confusion replaced her nervousness.
“What?”


“Mace, now,” he said
gruffly.


Mace didn’t argue and
they quickly exchanged equipment as the plane veered, taking another turn in
the sky. The large door in the back began to open and the wind tore into the
aircraft, pulling at everything with its force, sending the equipment into a
chaotic dance. Mace and Fox attached her to the Commander, snapping on the
clips, and making sure the harness was tight. It was then every drop of moisture
evaporated from her tongue. Like Sherlock Holmes, she knew something was afoot,
and she was pretty goddamn sure it was terror.


The rest of the men
lined up, preparing to jump. She heard Thane  release a gust of air as he wrapped his arms
around her, nudging her toward the door. Her legs shook so badly she thought
she would collapse.


His helmet touched
hers, and even through all the clothes and gear, she felt him squeeze her.
“It’s just like making love, Snow White, let go and feel,” he said in a low
voice, sending sparks ripping through her, squashing the fear and replacing it
with desire.


“You’re clear,” the
pilot said, but there was definitely humor in his tone. “Have a good orgasm,
Snow White.”


“Very funny,” she
muttered.


Cobbs gave the order to
jump. The men took a few quick steps, just like she was told they would, and
then vaulted from the plane.


“Ready?” the Commander
asked, his voice reassuring and calm.


She nodded once
sharply.


A quick laugh rumbled
in her ear. “Let’s make love, Kayla,” and the Commander’s weight pushed against
her as he held her protectively in his arms.


As they leaped from the
plane, her heart leaped from her chest. They sliced through the air in the
forward roll. She was along for the ride, and kept her eyes wide open, sensing
the wind and the Commander around her as they flattened out. For forty seconds
they fell free between heaven and earth, unencumbered—together. “Oh, Gawwwwd,”
vaulted from her throat as if she were having the longest orgasm of her life.


The wind didn’t totally
eradicate the chuckles she heard in her ear.


“You know how to treat
a woman, Commander,” Cobbs said, followed by a bark of laughter.


“I’m not finished
pleasing her yet.” His legs wound tight around hers. “Kayla, close your eyes.”


With a gentle arc of
his body, he rolled them. The exhilaration sent a wild tingling through her
body. “Do it again,” she said, opening her eyes wanting to see this time.


His low warm chuckle opened
her heart, and this time she let her fear go and helped him. His large fingers
forked through hers, and the ecstasy of trusting her life to his strength as
they rolled came about as close to aeronautical orgasm as it could come.


“I’m going to open the
chute, Kayla, you’re going to feel a jerk,” the Commander warned.


The chute deployed and
she felt a hard jerk as the wind roared in her ears, and then the world went
silent. They seemed to be falling fast now, and as if he knew her anxiety
increased with every second he said, “Easy, Kayla. We’re good, sweetheart.”


She looked up into the
ballooned chute, the edges rippling with their descent.


“The landing is the
toughest. Remember what Mace taught you. We’re going to do this together, two
bodies moving as one,” he said.


The ground and the
people watching came at them faster than she expected. When they were five
hundred feet off, the Commander maneuvered the chute toward the circle painted
on the desert floor, and she took a few deep breaths. The rest of the team had
landed, and she could see them gathering their chutes.


They passed through the
smoke of several flares three of the men had ignited on their way down to
impress the crowd. The Black Hawks hovered above them from four directions, as
if to protect them. They hit the ground running, but the force was hard, harder
than she expected. A tweak in her ankle, followed by a sharp pain, shot up her
leg, but she ignored it, her heart hammering with exhilaration.


The Commander steadied
her quickly, disconnected himself and turned to control the chute ruffling in
the desert wind. She looked into the sky. “Holy shit,” she cried. A hand grasped
her shoulder, taking her attention from the heavens.


“Kayla, what’s wrong?”
Mace barked at her with concern.


“What?” She realized
she stood like a wounded dog with her toe propped on the ground taking the weight
off her ankle. “I’m fine. I just twisted it.”


But as her adrenaline
eased the pain increased. She blew her breath out, her heart still pumping
madly. The Commander appeared in front of her, grasping her arms. “Kayla,
what’s wrong?”


“She hurt her ankle
landing,” Mace said as the rest of the team circled around them.


“It’s nothing you guys,
don’t worry about it.” Several hands freed her of the harness. When she put her
weight on her foot, she immediately retracted it.


“Ah, shit,” the
Commander groaned.


Just about to tell him
to stop overreacting, her words were cutoff when he swooped her into his arms,
lifting her into the air.


“Ooo-kay. Do I get to
make your life a living hell now?” Mace drawled.


“What?” she exclaimed,
ripping her helmet off. “Did you threaten Mace?” That would explain his
nervousness earlier.


“Just with his life.
Nothing he’s not prepared to give up,” the Commander offered with a wicked
grin. “Stitch—”


Caleb, the squad’s corpsman,
had already slipped her boot off, inspecting her ankle as the Commander walked
toward the prep tents.


“It’s definitely
sprained, if not fractured,” Caleb reported.


The crowd clapped, but
watched intently, knowing something had gone wrong. The men continued to wave
as they walked from the landing site.


“I’ll get my kit. I’ll
meet ya there,” Caleb said, running ahead of them.


“That was amazing,” she
said, throwing one arm in the air, the other snagged around the Commander’s
neck.


“Does this mean he took
your virginity?” Tony asked, laughing.


The catcalls followed, making
her blush. Wrapping her arm around his neck, she leaned against his chest,
resting her chin on his shoulder. A gust of laughter escaped her lips,
remembering last night. It was the closest she’d ever come to feeling like a
true harlot, and now she’d have to ride out the embarrassment.


“Not yet,” he breathed
in her ear.


Good thing he had her
in his arms, hard to walk with legs made of melting chocolate.



 

* * * *



 

She lay on her bed
reading a magazine with her leg propped on a stack of pillows and ice packs
surrounding her ankle like an igloo. The Commander walked through the doorway
adjoining their rooms.


The well-used bed
creaked as he sat down beside her and placed his hand on her thigh. “How’s it
feeling?”


“It feels fine, besides,
I like the way I earned it,” she said heartily. “It’s only a sprain. I’ll be up
and being a pain in your ass in no time, sir.” Her breath stopped short in her
lungs when his fingers wove through her curls. “Is everyone gone?”


“They’ve gone looking
for round two at the Beer Garden.”


“Well, have a good
time,” she said, forcing her attention back to her magazine. She was amazed the
damn thing wasn’t fluttering like hummingbird wings.


“I’m staying here with
you.”


She flopped the mag
down in her lap and gave him a stern look. “Go. I don’t need a babysitter, I’ve
got hours of TV to watch and the guys brought me enough magazines to read for a
year,” she said, looking at the heaped pile spilling over the surface of her
night table.


“Kayla—” his features
melted into a tortured expression. “I can’t. You understand why, right?”


She knew he wasn’t
talking about leaving anymore, but she feigned ignorance. “Commander, you’re
not going to pick up a blonde bombshell sitting next to me. The team has a
healthy lead on you, get going.” The Commander’s fingers twined through hers,
lifting them and kissing them tenderly. Tears threatened to sprout in her eyes
at the sensitive gesture. “Go,” she prompted, a smile pouring across her
features.


His brows shot
together. “He’s right. You smile to make everyone else feel good, no matter how
you feel.”


She didn’t know what
that meant, but she wasn’t going to ask.


The mattress lifted,
relieved of his weight. Grabbing the paper and pen on the night table, he
scribbled something on it. “If you need anything, call me. I’ll come right
back.”


“Have one for me.” But
he didn’t go, instead he sat down again, inches from her, and grazed her cheek
with one finger. She couldn’t blame what she’d done last night all on the
alcohol. “I’m not going to get any better with you staring at me.”


His gaze trailed across
the floor, at war with his thoughts. The moment had turned too serious, and his
mind was troubled for no good reason.


“Commander?”


He gathered both her
hands in his, but he wouldn’t look at her.


“Thank you for letting
me strike something off my bucket list today. I’ll remember every second. Even
though I’m a grown woman, I wouldn’t have been brave enough to do it by
myself.” She bowed her head. It had meant so much to her. While many women she
knew ran marathons, road motorcycles, and jumped off cliffs to mark their lives
with challenges and milestones, she lived a sedate life. She’d had enough
action in her life, all of it bad.


His finger gently
stroked her wrist, pausing on her pulse. “You’ve brought so much light into our
world,” he said quietly. “At least…into mine.” His fingers slid under her chin
and his thumb brushed her lips as if giving her a kiss. “I don’t hate you,
Kayla. No matter how much of a bastard I can be, never think I want you to
leave.”


Slowly, she reached up
and touched his face, there’d never be another chance. Her stomach somersaulted
with warmth seeing his eyes close. “Get going, Commander, the guys are gonna
get all the sexy women first.”


“I’ll be back early.”
Twisting, he pulled the packs from her ankle and laid them aside for her
warming cycle. “I know you won’t, but call me if you want me…If you need
anything,” he corrected quickly.


“I don’t need anything.
Get movin’, SEAL Commander. Your men need their leader.”


The Commander paused,
his muscular form filling the doorway, his hands gripping the frame, whitening
his knuckles. With his head bowed, he said, “You’re a beautiful woman, Kayla. I
held you in my arms today because I wanted to be the one you experienced the
jump with. I kissed you last night because—I…” He turned to face her. “I could
blame it on the alcohol, but that would be a lie. I’m only leaving now because
if I don’t, I’ll kiss you again, and I won’t be able to stop.” His eyes
hardened, his fingers curling even tighter around the frame. “I made a decision
years ago, Kayla. I’d serve my country, but not my heart. There’s no middle
ground for someone like me. I don’t change my mind once I’ve made it. Allowing
you to come with us was the first in a long time.”


Anything she said would
sound like she was trying to change his mind, so she remained silent.


“I cause enough pain in
my service for this country. I won’t add more by asking someone to share their
life with me, and then one day come home in a box.”


Glancing away from him,
she said, “I understand pain, Commander. More than you know. We—we’re just fine
the way we are.”


Dropping his powerful
arms to his side his gaze darkened. “No, we’re not, but it’s the way it has to
be.”


His expression softened
for an instant, dropping his rugged façade, letting her see him unguarded. The
man hidden within the warrior made her entire soul come to life with his power
and intense warmth.


He blinked, confusion
raining across his expression. “In all these years, you’re the only woman who’s
ever given me a reason to doubt.”



 

* * * *



 

He and Cobbs left the
rest of the team to get shitfaced. Beautiful women hovered over them all night,
but all he did was check his phone to make sure he hadn’t missed a call from
Kayla. After his asinine speech this afternoon, did he actually expect her to
call? At ten, he couldn’t stand it anymore. There were five stoplights between
the airport and their hotel, and every damn one went red, except for one
yellow, and he wanted to strangle the cabbie for not running it.


The lights in her room
beamed into his, and he turned the corner to find her fast asleep. Lying on her
side, Kayla clutched her pillow with both arms. One beautiful leg rested on top
of the white throw, and her red satin negligee clung to her rounded curves, pulled
up enough to see the perfect, soft edge of her bottom.


He quietly made his way
around the room shutting off all the lights, and dimmed the one by the
entrance. Cast in shadow, her hair flowing around her peaceful features, he gazed
at the most beautiful woman he’d ever known. Even in sleep she radiated
something he’d never seen before, never touched, never felt in his entire life.


Cobbs stuck his head into
the room. “Is she all right?”


He stepped to the edge
of the bed. “Yeah,” he said quietly, tearing his attention from her to see
Cobbs leaning in the doorway with his arms crossed and his brow raised. “Don’t
even say it, Pat.”


“Why shouldn’t I?
You’re an idiot if you don’t think we can see it.”


He shook his head. “I
can’t.”


“Maybe you won’t because you’re a stubborn prick,
but you’re walking away from what you need. I’ve never seen you look at a woman
like you do her. You’re in love with her, Thane, and if you’re not, you’re one
step away. She’s the one, and you goddamned well know it.”


A hopeless laugh escaped
him. “Since the day I came home and saw her, everything is different,” He
paused. “Remember Libby?”


“Yeah, who the hell doesn’t?
Gorgeous—and always willing to give you a good roll, although what woman
hasn’t.”


“Three months, Pat. Not
even Libby, believe me I’ve tried. Every damn time I’m with a woman, I see
Kayla’s face. It doesn’t matter if I’m half drunk, dead tired—nothing. It’s
like she came right out of my rib to tempt me.”


“And you don’t think
that means something?”


Gently, he pulled the
throw over her, and wove his hands through her hair. It would be the last time,
he vowed. His heart cinched tight with the thought. “I can’t,” and leaned over
to bury his face gently in her hair. Grazing her arm with a light touch, he
lost himself in the feel of her skin as his fingers slid down her taut thigh
and circled her delicate knee. “I won’t,” he whispered to her, the pad of his
thumb following the sensual swerve of her calf.


Mace’s words this
morning landed on him like a foot on an IED, and with the same result. He’d
never fallen in love. Allowing it would mean breaking his vow to protect and
serve. He wasn’t the kind of man who could split his devotions. A ferocious
emotion he hadn’t come face to face with often, overwhelmed him hard in the
plane—fear. With it came truth, and excruciating clarity helped by Mace’s
epiphany that life wasn’t a life at all, unless you knew love at least once.


He wished he knew more
about the beautiful creature who consumed all his thoughts, her feminine a
perfect match to his masculine.


If there was any chance
she could die or he—and they were within each other’s grasp, he wanted her next
to his heart when they reached heaven. “God have mercy, I want her.” He closed
his eyes to break her spell.


“It’s God’s mercy that
brought her to you, Thane.”


It was agonizing to
pull away from her. His heart thundered in response to the lightning of her soul,
and he let himself feel it all for one instant. “My sweet mermaid, I have to
set you free.” He kissed the top of her head and raised his eyes to his closest
friend, whom he knew wouldn’t judge him. “I don’t know how…but I know she’s
already suffered enough in this lifetime. There’s only so much luck and mercy
God can offer, and I’ve used up my fair share, Pat. I can see her standing by
my coffin, and I won’t do that to her.”

















 


 


 

Chapter Twelve



 

A month rolled by, and
Kayla struggled every day. When she’d pass his door, the Commander would either
nod at her or give her a quick, professional hello. He’d put his admissions
behind him, and set the tone for their future. She didn’t waver, maintaining
her professionalism, keeping her concentration on her job, because when she did
look at him, her heart went from zero to sixty in the same time it took a short
range missile to strike its target, and the impact was the same.


Today the exercises had
them all bending their minds with concentration.


“Commander Austen?” the
Commander of SEAL Team Seven, Todd Masters, drawled over the radio as she, Captain
Redding, and several other officers hovered about in the Command center.


“Shit,” the Commander
swore under his breath. The pencil he held in his fingers snapping in two.


They’d been exercising
all afternoon. Each team led by their direct commander. Teams One, Three, Five
and Seven, maneuvered around the harbor in a naval type of chess game. Each
team had been broken into smaller squads who manned RHIBs and gunships, each trying
to corner the other.


Kayla was an observer,
like most everyone else present. She scanned the large screen in the dimly lit room,
monitoring the movement of all the teams as they made their tactical choices.


“Looks like you’re
finally going to buy me a case of scotch this year, Ghost,” Masters laughed in
an arrogant way over the exercise channel on the radio.


She didn’t like Masters.
He was an arrogant bastard. What he lacked in brains he made up for in bravado
and a loud voice. He hadn’t stepped foot on a mission in years, always keeping
his ass out of the fire, but he had no problem shouting orders.


“Like hell,” Commander
Austen muttered, his eyes darting across the screen.


Team One appeared to be
cornered, the rest of the teams had already been taken down. Redding leaned
into her shoulder. “Masters is going to rub this in. It’s the first time anyone
has beaten Thane at this. He’s never lost, and watch out for the shit storm
that’ll follow if he does.”


Her eyes widened.
“Cornered?” she asked, confused.


Redding nodded with his
lips pursed. “I don’t think there’s any way he’ll get out of this. He’s pinned,
and by the look on Ghost’s face, he can’t see a way out, either. ”


She shrugged. “They’re
not cornered.” When she said it, every head in the room turned toward her, and
the expressions weren’t friendly. She swallowed and took a step closer to the
Commander, more for reassurance. He glanced at her, then narrowed his eyes. She
was supposed to be keeping a record of the movements and those who were taken
out and when. The one thing she’d learned working for the U.S. Navy, if you had
a job you did it, and then shut the hell up.


“Kayla, a moment,
please,” the Commander asked, sweeping the other men with a look.


Three more steps
brought her to his side. He plucked a second mic from the console and handed it
to her. Tentatively she took it, and stared at him. He gave her a quick nod.
She cleared her throat and stared up at the screen. “Fox still have the line of
explosives in L4?” she asked quietly, reviewing the grid.


He barely nodded.


“Three minutes and
counting, Commander Austen,” Masters’ voice cracked over the radio, sounding
very sure of himself.


“I really dislike that
man,” she whispered. She saw the edges of the Commander’s lips curl upward.
Darting a look at the live cams, twenty-four of them in all, some mounted on
the Mark fives, some on the men’s helmets, she played the moves in her mind
like a chess game. “Fox, this is Snow White, over,” she called, using the
scrambled channel for their team ops.


A long pause returned.
“Go ahead, Snow White,” Fox answered.


She surveyed the
monitors to be sure. “On mark, activate Lima four line, Gunship One alpha, starboard
full attack, Zodiacs One Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie, forward full three seconds
after detonation. Zodiacs One Delta, Echo and Foxtrot, port long sweep…”


“Holy shit,” the
Commander said, crossing his arms and beginning to laugh.


She continued, “Gunship
One Bravo,” She paused, knowing they were the wild card. If Team Seven went
into preservation mode like she thought, Gunship One Bravo would be the whale
that would break their backs. She brought the mic up to her mouth. “Gunship One
Bravo, round ’em up from the stern. All units acknowledge receipt, over.”


“Thirty seconds, Ghost,”
Masters squawked on the other channel.


He didn’t bother to
respond. “May I?” he asked, with a satisfied grin.


“Certainly,” and she handed
the mic to him.


“Team One—expedite,” he
ordered.


Fox let the entire line
of explosives go on the L4 grid. A wall of water exploded into the sky forty
feet high, cutting Team Seven in half, they scrambled just liked she hoped.
Team One flew into action, following the plan. It was over before it even
began. When the wall of water retreated, Team Seven was surrounded, with no
exit.


“I’ll be expecting
single malt, you son of a bitch,” Commander Austen said into the other radio.


“Nice one, Ghost,” Master’s
voice came back, sounding more than dejected.


“And I’ll be sharing
half of it with you,” he whispered into her ear.


“No, thanks, don’t like
scotch.”


“I think that just
might be cheating,” Lieutenant Law said as he walked up beside them. Geoffrey Law
was the lieutenant of Team Three. Prematurely grey, but with features of a man
barely in his forties, his hazel eyes reminded her of an owl’s, large and
aware. “You’ve got yourself a ringer.” He looked down at her and gave her a
friendly wink.


“Use everything and
anything to win,” the Commander said.


She didn’t like the
sound of that, and backed away feeling like a power tool in a workshop. “Excuse
me.”


“Nicely done, Kayla,”
Captain Redding said, when she picked up the file to finish the paperwork.


Glancing over her shoulder,
she saw the Commander’s jaw tighten before snapping his attention away from her.
“Thank you, Captain.”



 

* * * *



 

The little hand struck
five as she stored the communications and camera logs copied onto a USB into
the safe, in case they needed to be reviewed. Popping into the lunchroom, she
opened her locker and grabbed her pack.


“That came out wrong,”
the Commander said, his hand crossing her shoulder and resting against her
locker, trapping her with his body.


She jerked with
surprise, but didn’t turn around. Damn the man had a silent footstep. “No
worries, sir.”


“It worries me,” he
said, placing his hand on her shoulder, prompting her to turn.


“I’ve got to get going.
I’m going to miss my bus.”


Dropping his other hand
on the locker, he closed off her exit. “I’m trying to apologize, and as you can
see, I’m not good at it.”


His face, within inches
of hers, brought his full, strong lips too near. Afternoon stubble covered his
jaw, and she wanted to feel it scratch her cheek. “There’s no need for an
apology, Commander. Good night, sir.”


“Please, for the love
of God, stop calling me sir,” he said, his expression morphing into a beseeching
one.


A searing heat
ballooned in her when his gaze dropped to her mouth as if all he wanted was to
kiss her. But, she saw a lot of things that were only a reflection of her own
desires when she looked at him, all of them illusions. “Right,” she breathed.
She averted her eyes. If she looked into his, she knew he’d see every bloody
thing she was thinking, and she didn’t need to hear his “I can’t” as if she was
some teenager with a crush on someone out of her league. “I have to go,
Commander.” 


“You’re not going to get
far, I’m afraid.”


Her embarrassment mingled
with irritation. “Why?”


“The team is outside
the building waiting for you.”


“Why me?” The cool
metal of the locker seeped through her thin blouse, and made her shiver.


“Because I told them
what happened this afternoon was all you. I also told the other commanders.
They’re letting me get away with it, but during the debrief they started fighting
over whose team you’ll be on for the next exercise.”


A scoff of air escaped
her throat. “Yeah, right.”


He leaned forward, his
cheek brushing hers, and his warm breath poured liquid heat down her spine. “I
told them they could all go to hell. You’re mine, only mine,” he said quietly.


His lips brushed across
her cheek, stopping only millimeters from the corner of her mouth. If she
didn’t have wet underwear before, she certainly did now. The skin on her arms rippled
with his touch as he slowly slipped his hand to her shoulder.


“Tell me what the hell
I’m supposed to do with you, Kayla.”


It sounded like a plea
for her to make the next move and he’d accept it. The enticing smell of his aftershave
drifted like a heady haze, invading her senses. One slight tilt of her head,
and she could sink her teeth into his full lip. Her entire body screamed for
her to do it, but she smashed the thought in her mind with a mighty fist. “Send
me half a case of scotch, sir.”


He pulled away quickly,
and crossed his arms, his gaze launching to the pale linoleum floor.


Distance broke part of
the spell, but not all of it. “I’ll take the back way out.”


“Don’t bother,” he said,
backing up another step. “They’ve got it covered. I think they’re onto your
evasion tactics, Ms. Banks.” He jerked his head. “Go with them, Kayla. You’re
part of the team today, and they want to celebrate. I have paperwork to do,
anyway,” he said, turning for the door.


“Commander—it’s not a
team unless you’re there, even in playtime.”


He turned slowly. “So,
you want me to come?” he asked, looking unsure, which was rare for him.


“Of course, who else is
going to call a cab when I’m drunk?” she said, flushing red with memories of
him standing like a God in front of her in Arizona. She picked up her bag and
flung it across her shoulder. “And you can keep the scotch. I hate the crap.”


A laugh erupted from
him, and he reached his arm out, curling it around her shoulders when she
joined him. One finger tipped her chin. “I’m so sorry.” Without hesitation, he
kissed her gently, but there was passion there as well—deep, hungry passion. Drawing
her closer, he said, “Will you forgive me?”


“For kissing me or for
being a hard-ass?” Why did he have to be so overwhelmingly male? He snatched
away her resistance without even trying.


His finger traced her
cheek. “Both.” His gaze flashed across hers. “But, if I’m apologizing, I think
I should do it again,” he breathed, and this time his mouth came down on hers
with a primal need, and she caved in to her own. His hands roamed across her
back, making her feel delicate and desired. They glided down to her ass and he
seductively pressed her against his hips. Her traitorous fingers snaked around
his neck, wanting him closer, and the Commander’s hands tightened with his own need.
“Whatever you want, it’s yours,” he said, barely moving his lips from hers.


Confused, wrapped
tightly in his strength, she gazed up at him. Never in her life had she wanted
a man so much, but she wasn’t going to stick her neck or her heart out so he
could detonate an explosion and blow it to bits. “What if I say you’re buying
all my drinks tonight,” she quipped.


His hand caressed the
hollow of her back, and he lifted his sculpted jaw. “You’re letting me off too
easy, Kayla.”


Stepping back, his hand
slid down her arm, causing goose bumps to rise across her skin.


“Commander?” the voice
of his secretary interrupted them, but he didn’t move away from her, he simply
turned and drew her to his side.


Karen’s pretty
expression twisted from surprise to poorly disguised malice. “Commander Austen,
there’s a phone call for you from Captain Starks,” she said, standing in the
doorway with her bright red, ultra miniskirt and long, shapely legs ending in someone-pay-attention-to-me
red shoes.


“Tell him I’ll call him
tomorrow. I have an important appointment.” He slid his fingers between hers.
“Ms. Banks—”


“Way to go,” she hissed
at the Commander as he led her around Karen, whose eyes were sparking angry.


“What?” he said,
wrinkling his brow as they passed through the Command center.


“Hey, Barry.” Barry waved
then dropped his attention back to a file folder sitting in his lap, probably
with a crossword puzzle inside. “You just pissed off the woman managing the
paperwork for my work visa, Commander. You know how long it’s going to be
before I get approved now? She’s already lost it once.”


“How did I do that? And
why the hell didn’t you tell me it hadn’t been processed yet?”


She walked through as
the Commander held the door open to the anteroom. “Haven’t you noticed how she
raises her tail in front of you?”


“What?” He laughed.
“Kayla, she’s all of twenty-three, if that.” He tapped on Red’s door. “Red,
Kayla’s taking the day off tomorrow.”


Captain Redding looked
up and stuck his tongue in his cheek. He leaned back in his chair, and folded
his hands on this stomach. “Kayla, you have four weeks of leave and you haven’t
taken a day yet, maybe you should take a couple.”


“I—”


“Done,” the Commander
answered for her. “Besides, she’s gonna need it after the team’s finished with
her.”


Red sat up straight.
“Oh, no, you’re not taking her…”


“Yup.” The Commander
grinned.


“Ghost.” Capt. Redding jabbed
a finger at him. “You better damn well not let anything happen to her, you
understand me?”


She was starting to get
nervous with the half-finished sentences. “Where are they taking me?” she
asked.


Red burned a severe look
at Thane, then swung his eyes to her. “Keep your wits about you Kayla, even if
these idiots lose theirs.” He heaved himself from his chair, looking like an
old man, and she smiled sadly. His arthritis was giving him trouble again.


“Give me your phone.”


“Ah…okay.” She dug it
out of her purse and handed it to him.


“There.” He handed it
back to her.


“What…?”


“I put my home number
in there, Kayla. If something happens, I’ll come get you.” He gave her shoulder
a quick squeeze and the Commander a stern look. “She’s your responsibility,
Ghost. I’ll hang your ass out to dry, you understand?”


The Commander pulled
her from the door chuckling. “See ya, Red.”


“Should I be worried? I
think I should be worried.” Her steps slowed.


He motioned with his
arm for her to enter the elevator. “Probably, but I won’t let anything happen
to you. Red’s just having a little fun. Although, he did have to bail us out of
jail the last time, but I’m sure that won’t happen again.”


“Jail?” The word rolled
off her tongue with a multitude of questions behind it, and she eyed him,
trying to figure out if he was trying to make one of her legs longer than the
other. Uh-oh.


Stepping out into the
sunshine—just like the Commander had said—the guys waited, leaning against
three cars parked out front.


Nathan raised a small
portable to his mouth. “Got the HVT,” and chucked the radio behind him into the
front seat of a red Mazda.


HVT stood for high
value target. Just like the Canadian forces, the U.S. Navy had a zillion
acronyms. Luckily for her, many were the same. “What?” she drawled, tilting her
head at them.


“Mexico,” Mace said,
reaching out for her hand and yanked her behind him. She grabbed the Commander’s
hand at the last second, and pulled him along behind her.


“What’s in Mexico?” she
asked, digging her heels in a tiny bit.


“Tequila,” they all
shouted.



 

* * * *



 

“This is going to suck
as usual,” Mace said, looking in the rearview mirror at her squished between
Cobbs and the Commander.


“You’re not kidding,”
Tony said as they drove up to the border patrol booth.


They’d crawled for half
an hour in the line. Finally, it was their turn. She half hoped they’d be
pulled inside so she could relieve her sore behind from sitting on the hump.


“What is your purpose
for coming to Mexico?” The guard stared at each of them with trained,
distrustful eyes.


Mace slung his arm over
the steering wheel. “A congratulations dinner. We work at the base in Coronado.”


The guard eyed them all.
“What are you bringing into the country?”


“Just us,” Mace replied,
his passport dangling in his fingers.


The guard looked like
he was definitely going to send them in for further questioning. “Citizenship?”


“American,” Mace said,
echoed by all the guys.


She stretched her
passport out to him. “I’m Canadian.”


The guard grunted and
gave her an extra long look retrieving it from her fingers, flipping through
it, then giving it back. “Go ahead.”


Cobbs and Thane leaned
around her, brows wrinkled with humor. “Everyone trusts Canadians. Americans,” she
paused, “not so much.” She nestled back with a cocky grin.


Tony craned his head
around. “We should bring you all the time, then we can bypass the cavity
search.”


“Whoa, TMI, Tony,” she
crowed as Thane and Cobbs let out a hearty laugh.


Mace drove through
Tijuana at a slow crawl for her benefit, since she’d never visited before. The
streets were crowded with tourists. Stores filled with colorful blankets and
trinkets caught her eye. She’d definitely have to come back here and visit.


“Do you come here a lot?”
she asked as Cobbs offered a hand to help her out of the backseat. Mace had found
a spot along a paved, but not well looked-after street, in a small town twenty
minutes past Tijuana. The Commander climbed out behind her, closed the door,
then curled his arm around her. It surprised her, especially when he didn’t let
go.


Tony and Cobbs led the
way. Mace stayed by their side. “It’s not a bad place. Sun hasn’t gone down
yet, though,” Mace said with a grin.


The village was quaint,
rustic, and very picturesque sitting next to a marina with plenty of little
shops nestled close by. Mexican residents strolled along the streets, mingling
with tourists. A group of small boys saw them and came running. They started
asking for money even before they reached them.


“Hey, guys.” They all
looked to be around seven, and each of them stared up at her with the most
beautiful big brown eyes. Their worn clothes and ragged sandals reminded her
that living was a lot harder for children in this country, and right away she
knew she was at their mercy.


“Señora bonita,
puede usted ayudarnos?” one little
boy, a little plumper than the others asked, shoving his palm out.


She knelt down and dug
in her purse. She didn’t know Spanish, but the meaning was clear. “Do you guys
live around here?”


They nodded, giving her
big smiles.


“What about school?”


“Some days,” the
littlest one said, coming closer and draping his arm on her shoulder.


She looked at his drawn
face. He didn’t look as healthy as the others did, and it bothered her deeply.
“You have to go to school, then you can become whatever you want when you grow
up.”


He shook his head
slowly. “Nah, I’ll work in the factory, like my papa.”


“You don’t have to if
you learn to read and write,” she said, giving him a squeeze. She pulled out
five twenties and gave each of them one.


Their eyes popped out
of their heads. “Gracias, señora,”
And they scattered like mice.


“Kayla, you just made
friends for life,” the Commander said, giving her a wink.


Cobbs had reached the
stairs going into a bar that looked like a hut from Gilligan’s Island. A large
thatched roof and hand-carved poles bolstered the front balcony. A few women
who looked like, well—like prostitutes, sat on rocking chairs on either side of
the entryway. Glancing around, she eyed the small stores sitting on the
waterfront.


“Oh, no ya don’t,” Mace
said, snapping a look at the Commander.


“Forget it,” Thane said
tersely. “You’re not taking off on your own.”


“But there could be
some real treasures down there,” she said, peering over at the uneven wooden
walkway lining the small shops. Two hands gripped her and she felt herself
being tugged. “Guys, come on.”


“Nope,” the Commander
said grinning at her. “If you want to come back here to snoop around, I’ll
bring you back next weekend, but tonight you’re not running solo.”


“Party pooper,” she
said, giving him a scowl.


Mace cocked his head at
her. “Look who’s talkin’.”



 


 

When Fox and the rest
of the men arrived, they came in loudly. Fox, in fluent Spanish, yelled
something at the waitress and she gave him a nod.


“How was the cavity
search?” Tony laughed.


This time she hauled
off and cuffed him.


“Not bad,” Clay
shrugged. “But I told him not to wiggle his finger so much.”


“Oh-oooh.” She held up her
hand, but the rest of the guys laughed their heads off. She guessed this is how
the entire night was going to go.


The waitress arrived
with a wet tray of shooters, lemons, and four salt shakers. The woman’s thick
black hair and enormous brown eyes could make any man swoon. She set the
glasses on the table, offering the team a nice view of her voluptuous breasts
rising from her colorful, tight-fitting shirt.


Taking a step back, she
eyed them. “The SEALs return. Is anyone interested in company this evening?” she
asked, giving them a demure look.


The entire table turned
their gaze on Mace.


“I don’t know why
they’re gawking at me, Kayla, I uh….Get a grip,” he said, leaning back in the
chair crossing his arms, but looking guilty as hell.


“Guess it’s a ‘no’ for
now.” Fox grinned up at her, then picked up a glass and held it in the air.
“Kayla, you’re our secret weapon. Thanks for making us look good today.”


“Hoo-yah,” they all
whooped.


“You rock, Kayla,” Mace
added, bringing his glass up to hers.


“Any time.” She winked
at them. “To my heroes.”



 

* * * *



 

Evening shade fell
slowly over the bar, and she watched the sun burn itself out in the sea. The chairs
around them filled up as soon as the hint of night approached, and the loud
music cranked a few decibels higher. They flung back shots like water. She
wasn’t feeling any pain, but she remembered what Captain Redding said, and kept
herself on this side of sober.


The inviting nightspot lured
young guys and gals wanting to party hard, mostly turistas. Scantily clad waitresses with tequila bottles strapped to
their slender hips and a hose attached, roamed the tables filling people’s
throats. Locals used it as a watering hole as well.


She didn’t have to
worry with her escorts. No matter how drunk they got, they could probably knock
off the entire village, given enough time and ammunition. It was easy to forget
who these men were and what they did. Being with them, knowing them, she often
forgot they were highly skilled, highly trained assassins for the protection of
Uncle Sam and his people.


The team swung from
jokes, to work, to nonsense and back again. Everyone was at ease, and Commander
Austen looked the most relaxed of them all. His arm rarely ventured from the
back of her chair. A comfortable white cotton shirt covered his broad shoulders
and chest, and a pair of jeans gripped his muscled legs. Golden tanned skin
made him look like a typical California hottie. She wondered what it would feel
like to have all that strength twined around her. Just once.


An overwhelming urge to
loosen all the buttons on his shirt flitted into her head, and her thighs
quaked with the thought. The Commander belonged in a sexy bed sheet commercial,
not putting his life in danger every time he left the base for ‘a meeting.’ His
laugh was deep and comforting, and when he smiled, her heart dipped a little
each time. He wasn’t the Commander anymore, he was just one of the guys. Only a
true leader—a man who knew his strength—could release it without fear of losing
it.


Although she was
looking at him, she focused on her daydreams. Blinking her thoughts away, she
blushed. The Commander’s cheeks hollowed and a flicker of heat passed through
his eyes as if he’d known what she was thinking.


He shifted his hand to her
shoulder and leaned into her ear. “You’re not letting go, sweetheart. Red
scared ya, didn’t he? Or is it me?”


“Excuse me,” a voice
said from behind her.


She swung around to see
one helluva good-looking man. He stood over six feet, blue eyes, brown hair,
toned, tanned—jock, she thought to herself, but definitely her age. “Yes?”


“I, uh—” His brows
quirked together as the rest of the men at her table fell silent and turned a
glare on him as if he had no business talking to her without their permission. When
they wanted to, they could look damn intimidating. The guy pointed beside them.
“I’m sitting over there and I’m just guessing, but are you Canadian?”


She cocked her head. “How
did you know?”


He flashed a charming smile.
“Dance with me and I’ll tell you.” He extended his hand for her to take. “I’m Jason.
I’m from Ontario,” he said, guiding her to the dance floor.

















 


 


 

Chapter Thirteen



 

Cobbs brushed a hand through
the air and the waitress was on top of them. “Señorita, we’re gonna need a couple bottles. And the big guy here
needs his own bottle. Get some nachos and a pail of crabs or something, too.”


“Sí, Señor,” she said, then wove through the crowd to fill their
order.


“We’re gonna end up in
a goddamned fight again,” his Master Chief said, laughing and slamming his hand
down on the heavily carved table. “Ahh, I love a good bar fight.”


“Hey, it’s his own damn
fault,” Cobbs drawled.


“If you’re talking
about me, you can shut the fuck up,” he said, leaning forward snatching the
tequila bottle.


Mace shook his head at
him. “You’re an idiot, Commander.”


“See, I told ya,” Cobbs
said, yanking the bottle from his hand and splashing his shooter glass to overflowing.
“We can all see it.”


“What he can’t see is
that guy is totally putting the moves on Kayla.” Mace jerked his head toward
the dance floor.


“Listen up, men—it’s
not going to happen.” He kept his eyes on the team instead of her. She could
dance with anyone she wanted. She could go to bed with the guy… No, she
couldn’t. Would she? He didn’t know which emotion hit him harder, the overwhelming
lust he couldn’t seem to control when he was around her or the explosion of jealousy
rearing up inside him thinking of her with someone else.


The team started to
jeer, and Cobbs threw his arm across his shoulders. “You’re about to cave, old
friend.”


“I’m not caving,” he
said, shaking his head. He’d caved this afternoon. As soon as he’d made the
callous remark to Law, he was sorry. In the lunchroom, he’d wanted Kayla to give
in with his kiss. He sensed if they had been anywhere else—alone, she would
have made him a very happy man. Fuck, he wished they’d been somewhere else.


“You’re going down like
a house of cards, Commander,” Fox said, thrusting his bottle in the air. “You’ve
been hanging on to bachelorhood far too long. Every man falls sooner or later,
you’re going down just like the rest of us.” He laughed, missing his mouth, and
the tequila dribbled down his chin, and splattered on the table.


“Oh, look at that.”
Mace nodded. “Here it goes, ah, there’s the tilt of the head saying I’m
interested in you. And now he’s pulling her a little closer, not taking his
eyes off her. Uh-oh.”


The music changed and a
slow song came on. “Not caving,” he said, picking up the bottle and downing it from
the neck. Fox might be three-quarter ways sheeted to the wind, but he wasn’t
going there tonight, not with Kayla along for the ride. If he kept himself
partly sober, he wouldn’t lose control like he did in Arizona.


“Sir?” Clay prompted, pulling
his attention to the young man.


Twenty-five-years-old
and a genius with electronics, Clay was their main communications link with the
world when they were out on a mission. Although he had a man’s body, his features
made him appear like the nineteen-year-old boy next door, one who could rewire
a satellite if he wanted to.


“I would think Kayla
would want what every other healthy female wants.” Clay raised his brows. “Sir,
it’s not like you’ve stopped having…company. You shouldn’t be pissed she wants
some attention.”


Sometimes,
however, he hated how the kid thought.


Cobbs was about to say
something then stopped, staring at him. “Oh, shit.”


“Screw off, Pat,” he warned,
darting his eyes away.


“Uh-huh. You still
haven’t warmed up to a piece of tail, Thane?”


“I’ve been busy.”


“Yeah, busy with what?”
Cobbs prodded, diving into the nachos the waitress plunked in the middle of the
table.


So what if he hadn’t
been with anyone in a while? His eyes darted to the dance floor, and he sat up
straight. “What the fuck!” he spouted, watching Kayla and the asshole trying to
get cozy with her. Jason’s hands slid dangerously low on her backside and…
“Screw that,” slamming the bottle on the table.


“Atta boy, Commander,” Fox
bellowed, lifting a glass in the air at him.


Their necks all
twisted. The guy had Kayla’s body molded to him. He whispered something to her,
and she returned an enormous smile.


“You gonna let some
Canadian yahoo take her?” Cobbs threatened. “What the hell are you waiting for?
Your attraction has been hot and heavy from the get-go. Your resistance is
futile,” he said, laughing and grabbed his shoulder. “You know damn well it’s
not just a one night stand. Sooo—” He swayed a bottle in the air for emphasis.
“You’re trying to stop it from happening, for all the wrong reasons. And when it
happens, and believe me it’s going to happen, Thane, you’re going to go off
like a fuckin’ powder keg, and there’s no way you’re setting her free after
that.”


Mace’s shoulders rose
with laughter. “I didn’t know you were such a romantic, Lieutenant.”


“Mace if you keep
banging everything you run into, you’ll eventually find Miss Right,” Cobbs said,
landing the bottle on the table with a thud. “But you’ve got to start seeing
with your eyes instead of your dick.”


“Already have, but she
doesn’t look at me like she looks at him,” he said, crossing his arms over his
chest.


Thane turned a droll expression
on Mace. “Got news for you, Wonderboy, you couldn’t handle her.”


Mace quirked his lips.
“Thanks for the reality check, Flash Gordon.”


The team busted a gut,
but he didn’t. If that guy’s hands got any lower on Kayla’s ass he was going to
break both his arms. Kayla was all smiles. She didn’t smile at him like that. The
song ended and the guy grabbed her hand, pulling her toward the bar. She hesitated,
but he wasn’t taking no for an answer.


Every muscle flexed tight
in his body. If Jason from Ontario said one wrong word to him,
he’d lay him out flat. He wove his way through the crowd to catch them, and
placed a solid, tight hand on Jason’s wrist, but looked at her. “Kayla,
dinner’s on the table, and the team’s missing you.”


Her eyes banked left
and then right, offering Jason an uncomfortable smile. He’d already released
her and quickly.


“Are you her big
brother or something? I promise my intentions are honorable,” Jason said with a
joking tone.


He could tell the guy
wasn’t half bad, but…big brother? Get
fuckin’ real.


“Commander, I was—”


“No, you weren’t,” he
said, grabbing her hand and dragging her back through the crowd.


“Hey,” she yanked her
hand from his. “Listen up, SEAL.”


They were standing in
the middle of the dance floor with everyone’s elbows crashing into them,
yelling over the music. “New rule, no dancing with other men,” he blurted
before he reasoned it out in his head.


“You can’t tell me who I
can dance with,” pointing an angry finger at him, her other hand propped on her
hip.


“All right, no dancing
with other men in front of me. Is that better?” he growled, angry she was
arguing with him, and what she was arguing about. “You can’t tell me you’d
sleep with that guy. He’s a fuckin’ asshat.”


“I’m dancing with the
man, it’s a bit of a leap from that to between the sheets. And here’s a newsflash,
I can sleep with whomever I want to sleep with, Commander,” she said sharply,
and swiveled as if she were going to find Jason to prove a point.


His hand shot out to stop
her. “I don’t think so.” He yanked her into his arms and glared at her. Where
the hell was the nearest hotel room, because right now he wanted to spread her perfect,
shapely thighs and make a permanent home between them.


“Don’t look at me like
that,” she barked and slapped her hands on his chest trying to push him away.


“Calm down, Kayla.” If
she didn’t, he was going to spin out of control. The crowded dance floor and
the sultry night made his body heat spiral, but something else had begun to
spiral upwards as well.


“Your command ended
when we left the base. Stop telling me what to do.”


He curled her tight to
his chest. “Kayla—” his voice deepened with warning. “I’d be more than happy to
fuck the daylights out of you for the next week straight, probably for the next
year, but I know that’s not what you want.”


She stilled in his arms.
“What happened in Arizona was a mistake,” she said, bowing her head.


“No, it wasn’t, but I
can’t give you what you want.” He breathed out heavily. “Or what I want,” he
admitted. She strained against him. Instead of letting her go, he squeezed
tighter.


“I don’t want anything,
you arrogant ass,” she said, surprising him.


Weaving his fingers
through her hair, he gently prodded her to look at him. “Yes—you do, and…”


She fisted her hand and
actually shoved it in his face. “If you say you can’t to me again, I’m going to
knock you out cold, do you understand me?”


A hefty guy letting it
loose on the dance floor nearly crashed into her. Thane’s hand shot out and the
guy bounced off it. Watching her expression, he pressed his lips together to
burn the grin before it formed.


“I’m glad you find this
amusing, Commander.”


“I’m laughing at how
pissed you get when you’re backed into a corner.”


“You’re an asshole.”


“No, I’m a bastard,” he
corrected. “Hey, look at me. If I were an asshole, I’d be enticing you into bed
with all sorts of empty promises. No matter how much I want you, I won’t do
that, not with you.” Why did her eyes have to be so beautiful? Every time he
looked into them, he weakened a little more like someone removing the bricks
from a dam one by one.


“Why are we having this
useless conversation, sir?”


His brows popped thinking
about a good retort. “Probably because I’m trying to convince myself I’m doing
the right thing,” he said next to her ear.


“Right,” she drawled. “I
made a fool out of myself in Arizona. I think I learned my lesson. Now, are you
done embarrassing me, sir?”


Backing up, he pulled
her with him until he reached the thatched wall, the dark corner smelling like
stale beer, urine and wafting with some woman’s cheap perfume. “What did I tell
you about calling me sir?” he ground out.


“Sorry, sir, it’s just a sign of respect.”


“Kayla, I don’t deserve
your respect. I don’t deserve you, but I’ve got enough tequila in me I’m
starting to not give a shit.”


“You don’t need tequila
to not give a shit about me, I assure you of that.”


She strained to hold
herself away from him. “I’d clear a table and make love to you in front of
everyone I want you so bad right now, if you want to know the truth.”


She choked on her words,
staring up at him with wide eyes.


“You think I’m
kidding,” he warned, sliding his arms around her waist, pinning her hips to his.
Their bodies were the perfect ebb and flow, fitting together without
resistance. “There’s nothing I want more than to make love to you.” The
erection in his pants busting his seams confirmed it. “In my mind I’m already
buried to the hilt inside you. I get hard just thinking about making you cry
out my name.” His lips brushed against her neck, and he took a deep breath, the
scent of her skin more important than air. “I want to caress and kiss your body
all night, until you’re going out of your mind, and come apart in my arms. That’s
what I want because you drive me fucking nuts every time I see you.”


“Comm—”


“Every time I open a
door, I see you, whether you’re there or not.” His hand slid down her curves
and rested next to the crease by her thigh. Only an inch away, he could feel
her heat, and it made him even harder. “I know that beautiful silk is wetting your
thighs right now, and I want to follow it up to your sweetest place, and drown
in it.” His entire body had grown into a taut spring, driving himself to the
point of orgasm admitting what he’d wanted for months.


Her lips parted to say
something, but he came down on them with frustration and lust welling together
inside him. A moan of need escaped him and broke their connection. “Why can’t we make love?” The warm skin of
her cheeks called his lips to explore. Sliding down to her neck, he bit it
gently as her body softened in his arms. “Jesus, I want you,” and he kissed her
with every ounce of longing inside him. She let him in her mouth to play with
her tongue, and it shot his passion higher. Her taste—enticing, and he wanted
to savor it all night. The drum of the loud music dulled against the heavy beat
of need pulsing inside him.


Common sense rallied with
his lust. Maybe they could enjoy each other without the trappings, without
having to put her through hell like all the other women who joined their lives
to a SEAL. If he just had her once, the yearning to see her every day and the
burning need to love her would go away. “Either we’re going to do this and get
it out of our systems or we’re moving on,” he said harshly.


Her submissive eyes
snapped, and she tensed in his arms. “Then move on, I don’t need a pity fuck,”
she spat at him like an angry cat with her claws flexed.


Even in the darkness,
he could see her cheeks flush. Every time he opened his mouth around her, he
shoved his foot into it. “Kayla—that came out wrong. Listen, I meant it. Next
weekend we’ll come back together—alone. You can go searching for treasures, and
then we’ll…” He paused, remembering what Cobbs said. Once he made love to
Kayla, he knew letting her go would be impossible.


“Thanks for the offer,
Commander,” she said, cutting him off. “I can drive in a straight line and find
this place myself, and if I need a roll in the hay, I’ll do it with someone who
actually likes me.”


She tore herself from
his grasp and headed for their table. Goddammit, why did she always think he
didn’t like her? The first layer of cards that held the rest of the house caved
in. He swept his hand through his hair as he watched her jostle her way through
the crowd, his heart turning cold.


When she reached the table,
she yanked a bottle from Mace’s hand and literally gulped it down. Either he
joined them or he hit the road, but if he joined them he was worried she’d hit
him over the head with that bottle she clutched in her fingers. Then again, he
deserved it.



 

* * * *



 

She ignored the
Commander when he sat down next to her. The guys darted quick looks at both of
them, but didn’t break their conversations.


“Kayla, you gotta try
this crab,” Mace said, plopping two halves on her plate.


She considered cracking
the shell over the Commander’s head. What an arrogant son of a bitch. If he
thought she was pining away for him, guess again. Taking another shot of
tequila leveled her nerves, and to prove everything was “status normal”, she drew
the bucket toward the Commander. “Have some, sir.” She put extra emphasis on
the sir. “It’s good.”


He nodded and picked
one out. They filled their bellies, and she ate until bursting. The rest of the
team’s bantering pushed most of her unease away, until the Commander’s fingers
softly clutched her shoulder.


His lips grazed her ear
when he said, “I’m truly sorry, Kayla. I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”


She turned her head so
they were nose to nose. “I’m not kissing you,” she declared sharply.


“I know. It’s me who
wants to kiss you.” His expression twisted with chagrin. “I keep telling myself
to stop. I’ll only hurt you, Kayla, don’t give in to me.” He brushed her cheek
lightly before backing away and giving her an apologetic look.


She felt a quick tug on
her heart and her pant leg, and she swiveled around to see two little faces peering
up at her from under the table.


“Señora,” they whispered, looking around them worriedly.


The Commander saw them
and grinned. “They’re probably looking for a college fund.”


“Hey, guys, what’s up?”


“Señora, you must leave,” the little one said in a hushed tone.


They looked so serious.
“Why?” she asked, bending over.


“El Serpiente,” the plump
one blurted. “They know you are here. The SEALs, they want to kill them. Bad
blood.”


“What?” A slice of fear
rolled through her stomach. She didn’t see any threat or sense any.


“Go now, before it’s
too late. They’re dangerous.”


The boys scampered into
the night, and she eased herself up, scanning the bar quickly.


“What did they say?”
the Commander asked. “Do they want fifties this time?”


She ignored him and
continued to skim every face, taking note of the exits. There were two, plus
the balcony they sat on. The jump was only five feet to the ground if they had
to go that way.


“Kayla, what’s wrong?”
Mace asked, catching her attention.


“Guys—guys,” she hissed
louder, leaning over she punched Tinman in the shoulder. One by one the team
looked at her, conversations stopping. “Who is El Serpiente?” Eyes grew wary
around the table, and the smiles dropped instantly from their faces.


“They’re from Columbia,
Kayla. It’s a cartel. They run drugs mostly. Panama, places like that. Why?”
Mace asked, grabbing her arm.


“We have to leave,” she
said, spotting four men standing by the bar staring at them, and they
definitely were not tourists. One was
dressed in a business suit, with his long hair pulled back in a ponytail, while
the others had blazers and jeans. They reminded her of Miami Vice from the
eighties.


“Kayla-girl, they’re in
Columbia, they’re not here,” Fox said, lowering his voice.


“They’re here, and they
know we are.”


“What?” Thane growled.
“Is that what the boys said?”


“Jesus Christ, are you
sure?” Tinman asked. “If they are we’re in a deep load of shit. The guy who
runs the operation got away, but we neutralized his brother.”


The Commander followed
her gaze to the four men at the bar who watched them intently. “Yeah, we’re in
shit,” he said, looking down. “That’s Faron at the bar. Don’t turn around, men.”


“Is anyone armed?” Mace
asked.


“No, nothing but our
brains and fast feet, I think,” Fox said. “Options?”


“We have to get Kayla
outta here,” Mace said tightly, darting a look at Thane.


“They’ve probably got
the exits already blocked. We don’t know how many we’re dealing with,” Thane said,
reaching for her hand. “Kayla, you’re going to stay behind me every step of the
way, you understand?”


“No doubt he’s already
made friends. We’re going to have to move fast,” Cobbs added tightly.


She nodded. This was no
exercise and they were in big trouble by the looks of all of them. She cranked
her head around. “We can’t get to the cars, right?”


“Doubt it,” Mace said,
looking behind them. “Water is always a good way to go.”


“I can’t swim,” she
confessed. A few hundred yards away a bridge crossed a long inlet that burrowed
itself into the village with a large marina sitting below it.


“At all? You jumped
into the ocean from the patrol boat,” the Commander said with astonishment.


“I can dog paddle, but
I can’t swim like you guys.”


“A little is good
enough. All right, we’re going for the bridge,” the Commander ordered. “As soon
as we make a move, it’s on.” He palmed her cheek. “Don’t leave my side unless I
tell you, Kayla. And if I tell you to, you do it.” His eyes darted around. “Let’s
move.”


The team stood up at
the same time, and the men at the bar didn’t waste a single second, crashing
through the crowd. Weapons appeared in their hands, and bullets began firing past
the people on the dance floor. Chaos erupted with people screaming, some
running, others hitting the deck.


Her long skirt hindered
her from straddling the railing. She hitched it up and swung her legs over. The
team jumped immediately, but she hesitated.


“Kayla, jump!” the
Commander yelled up at her.


Mace stood beside him
and their eyes met. “Kayla, come on. What are you doing?”


She would slow them
down by trying to protect her. Someone could be killed. “Go without me.”


The Commander’s face
contorted into a mask of rage, but fear marbled it. “Now,” he roared at her.


She jumped and he
caught her in his arms.


Running fast, they
dodged around small buildings and worked their way across uneven ground, the
Commander holding her hand and Mace remaining close by her side. Serpiente’s
men were right behind them and they made a hard right between two stucco
structures. The team hammered themselves against the wall. The warm stone
scratched her back when the Commander yanked her behind him as El Serpiente’s men
skidded around the corner.


Grunts and blows of
fists connecting with muscle met her ears, but the Commander’s large frame
blocked her from seeing anything. A bullet ricocheted above her head hurtling a
chunk of stone sharply at her shoulder, and she dropped to her haunches. Muzzle
fire caught her eye in the darkness and then four of El Serpiente’s men lay on
the ground dead.


Fingers dug into her
arm, and tore her away from the wall. “Commander,” she gasped, feeling the sharp
stucco gouge her skin. A sweaty hand closed around her throat, and yanked her
backwards. Thrusting hard, she rammed her elbow into a belly, then gripped the
fingers digging into her flesh. Sweat broke out on her skin, and her sight
began to dim. Not now, no, not now.
She recognized the early signs. Breathe.
Oh, God, breathe.


Thane spun around, his foot
kicking the weapon from the man’s hand.


Thick fingers squeezed
tight, cutting off her air, and she clawed at them. “Back off or I’ll snap her
neck,” the guy growled.


The Commander’s arm
shot up. A flash of blue sparked, and her captor’s hand released her as he fell
backward. Swinging around, she stared down at the neat hole between his glazed eyes.


“Let’s go,” the
Commander ordered, grabbing her, thrusting her ahead of him.


She tripped, and he
pulled her to her feet.


They sprinted toward
the bridge. Men shouting in Spanish and the sound of screeching tires
paralleled them on the road. They were running out of buildings to hide behind.
To get to the bridge and the marina access sitting just before it meant they’d
be in the open. The Commander made a movement with his hand, and his team
responded slowing down and splitting into two lines.


They stopped behind the
last building. “Commander, I’ll take Nathan, Fox and Clay, and draw the fire.”
Cobbs said.


“What?” she blurted.
“No.”


“You’re going to have to
run your ass off.” The Commander scanned the darkness, and handed him his
weapon. We’ve got two, you’ve got two.”


Cobbs cracked the magazine
checking for rounds. Her stomach clenched. Fear thrust at her bravery, and poked
at her adrenaline with a sharp stick.


“We’ll take Kayla and
meet you down on the docks.”


“Let’s do it,” Fox said,
sounding stone cold sober.


The men sprinted into
the darkness, swerving to the right before she lost sight of them.


The Commander’s hand
squeezed her shoulder. “Don’t stop, no matter what, Kayla. You keep running no
matter who goes down.”


He clutched her hand
and they bolted for the bridge, Mace shielding her on the other side. Tony and
Caleb fell in behind them.


Reaching the railing,
she peered over, her chest heaving from exertion. They all whirled around when
vehicles launched themselves onto the bridge from both ends, Cobbs’ group
running just ahead of the trucks from the south end.


“Only one way out,”
Cobbs yelled, and they launched themselves over the edge of the bridge.


“That has to be a seventy
friggin’ foot drop!” When the first bullet twanged off the girder near her head,
she swung her legs over the railing and caught the ledge on the other side with
her toes. “This is the last time I’m going on a date with you bloody bastards.”


Mace and Thane swung
over the railing on either side of her, Caleb and Tony had already jumped.


“Cross your ankles,
Kayla, and keep your arms tucked in,” Thane ordered.


The three of them
jumped at the same time. It took far too long to hit the water. The coolness
startled her senses as she knifed through it. She opened her arms and legs in a
scissor motion to stop her descent. Breaking the surface, she gulped air at the
same time fighting with her dress, snagged in her legs.


“My skirt,” she
sputtered, reaching to clear the tangled mess. Thane grabbed at her waistband
and tore it from her then grabbed her wrist. Mace took her other hand.


“Don’t kick, Kayla,”
Mace whispered to her. “Quiet.”


They slid her through
the sea like they were towing a log. Lights beamed down onto the water, and
bullets cut through the surface with deadly little spurts. Reaching the rocks lying
against the shore, slimy green plankton oozed between her toes as she scrambled
up the sharp boulders trying to avoid the barnacles with the Commander’s help. The
dock stood a good five feet above them. The rest of the team hoisted themselves
quickly over the edge and lay on their bellies, keeping out of the beams of
light dancing all around.


“Grab her.” Thane clutched
her hips and lifted her above his head. Mace snagged her around the waist and
pulled her into his arms. With one easy heave, Thane was on the pier.


Several fingers spurred
out from the dock. All of them filled with vessels of every shape and size. Two
vehicles, their headlights jumping with the bumpy descent swerved sharply down
to the marina.


The team quickly
surrounded her and they ran down the dock, everyone on guard. She stopped
suddenly and Thane nearly bowled her over, catching her before she hit the
boards. “There,” she pointed, and dodged around him down the closest finger.


“Kayla, what the hell
are you doing?” Thane hissed.


“Get in the water,” she
ordered. “But I might need Clay.”


“What the hell is she
doing?” Mace said, chasing after her.

















 


 


 

Chapter Fourteen



 

“Good eyes, Kayla,” Clay
said, as they reached the cigarette boat.


“We’re as good as
gone,” Mace said, grabbing one corner of the cover.


The Commander and Mace
tore the cover off, revealing a blue and orange striped hull. The interior had
six leather bucket seats. It would be tight, but they could do it. She dove
onto her hands and knees between the front seat and the dash.


“What the hell are you
doing, Kayla? Let Clay in there,” Thane ordered, his voice strained.


El Serpiente’s men had
reached the docks, yelling at each other. At least they knew how close they
were getting.


She felt around with
her hand. Nothing. Dammit. She rolled over onto her back. The quarter moon
didn’t shed much light, but then she saw the seam of a small flush circle. Thumbing
it, the compartment popped opened. “Thank God,” she breathed and reached for
the key. She quickly scurried onto the seat. “Let go the lines.”


Clay and Mace gave the
vessel a push and jumped in.


“The damn fuel tanks better
be full,” she muttered to herself, turning the key. The two twelve hundred
horsepower engines came to life with a throaty growl. She dropped the throttle
into reverse. El Serpiente’s men heard the engines and came running. She backed
out of the slip and gave the throttle a gentle forward thrust. They cut down
the channel to the end of the finger, and that’s when the first bullet hit the
vessel.


“Kayla, get down.” the
Commander barked, trying to pull her away.


“Get ready to pull the
guys in,” she said, pushing his hands away. She swung the wheel sharply at the
end of the pier and saw the team’s heads bobbing in the water. El Serpiente’s
men were already halfway down the dock and they opened fire toward the sound of
the vessel. Angry shouts in Spanish pierced the air. Within a second, all of
the team was inside the boat, and she turned the wheel headed for the entrance
to the marina, giving more power to the outboards.


Looking behind her, the
men sat silently, keeping low. The channel opened up toward the entrance as
they traveled through the long marina. The sound of at least two other vessels reached
her ears. She peered through the darkness. To starboard, a jet boat came out of
the darkness, moonlight brightening the white hull. On her port side another
two fast craft headed straight for them. They were converging, but that wasn’t
their only problem. Two charter vessels with loud music and strings of lights
covering the aft deck where tourists partied crossed ahead of her. At the exit
of the small bay, an enormous rock jutting thirty feet from the sea created a
natural inbound and outbound lane.


Carefully, she gave the
outboards more power and the cigarette boat cut through the water, picking up
speed.


“Kayla?” Thane’s voice
questioned the scenario taking shape before them.


The four vessels were
converging and she had a bead on the outbound lane. “We’re gonna make it,” she said
with certainty. Her heart beat so hard in her chest she could barely breathe,
and her legs shook. The CPAs, closest
points of approach, were close. Very close.


“Mace,” Thane shouted.


“Fuck, I don’t know,”
he yelled. “Kayla, are you sure?”


They were going to miss—not
by much, but the jet boats were going to get close enough to shoot at them
close range. Whether they could make it between the two opposing charter
vessels, cutting them off from their pursuers well…she was ninety-nine percent
sure they’d lose a coat of paint. She hammered down on the throttle. “Stay low.”


“Kayla, we can’t make
it,” the Commander yelled at her.


“We can make it. Get
down.”


Trimmed up, they traveled
above the waves. Time slowed. Each second that passed, she recalculated the
distance. Oh God, it was going to be close. The warm wind tore at her hair and
filled her throat with more oxygen, and she needed it. El Serpiente’s vessels
started firing on them. Bullets hit the side of the boat, piercing the hull. Thane
wrapped his arms around her, protecting her with his body.


“Jesus Christ, hold her
straight, Kayla,” Mace yelled beside her as he peered over the windshield.


Two hundred feet, a
hundred feet, fifty feet.


“Shit,” the Commander
growled and clenched her as they cut a thin line between the jet boats converging
on either side of them. Bullets cut through the air, one smacking through their
windshield. Only feet made the difference between freedom and a horrific
collision, but there was no way the other vessels could miss each other. A
sickening sound met her ears from the high speed impact.


She didn’t look back, but
she felt the blast of heat as the vessels exploded. The gap was closing between
the charter boats, and their horns started honking madly. Two more fast craft appeared
out of the darkness, the Serpientes firing on them.


She couldn’t stop, they
were committed. Two more seconds and the large bow of the charter boat loomed on
their port side. They shot past, barely clearing it. She coaxed the wheel to
port only a few millimeters to give her the edge.


“Holy shit!” someone
yelled from behind her.


Two seconds, mere feet,
she held her breath as they whistled across the bow of the second charter
vessel, its horn blaring loudly.


Maintaining their
speed, she altered course for the exit to the bay and they sped through the
narrow opening.


The Commander released
her and she rose, resting one knee on the seat behind her. With open water, she
turned northwards. The charter vessels had stopped and blocked the exits. She
had no idea if there were shoals that could turn a quick escape into a quick
mayday, but she prayed navigational buoys in Mexico were the same as the rest
of North America.


“Commander,” Caleb
yelled over the wind. “You’ve been hit.”


Her heart cracked with
fear. “What?” she turned to see him, but the men had already sat the Commander
down, circling him.


She heard the tear of
cloth as Caleb ripped Thane’s shirt open. “Fuck, are you lucky,” he said. He
tore a strip from the Commander’s shirt, and wound it around his arm.


“Is everyone all
right?” Thane called out.


“I don’t know how,”
Tony jeered loudly, “but I think I shit my pants for the first time since I was
two.”


The men chuckled. Mace threw
an arm around her. “Nice driving, Snow White. Why don’t you let me get us back
to the base?”


She nodded and they
switched places. Swinging her leg across the seat, she squeezed in front of the
Commander. “Is it bad, Caleb?”


“Nah, it’s just a flesh
wound. I’ll stitch it up when we get back.”


Blood soaked the
makeshift bandage, and streamed down his arm. The Commander clasped his hands
around her bare ass and pulled her to straddle his lap. With his good hand, he
palmed her head and came down on her lips with savage heat. Whistles erupted
around them.


“When I’m right, I’m
right,” Cobbs said, chuckling.


The roar of her heart
drowned out everything as the Commander’s warm body pressed against hers and
his tongue invaded her mouth, finding every sensual spot and savoring them. The
wind and him encompassed her. Fiercely, she hugged him back, but she also felt
the hard bulge growing against her sex, and the moisture seeped from between
her legs with a terrible yearning.


Drawing away, his
steely gaze scorched her. “I feel your heat, Kayla,” he whispered in her ear.


Imperceptible to anyone
else but her, he lifted his hips, pressing himself against her, and her stomach
pitched with yearning. “You’re hurt because you protected me,” she said, trying
a diversion for both their sakes.


“We’re alive because of
you, Kayla.” He gently brushed her lips with his. “And I’d never let anyone
hurt you.”


“Did I earn my stripes
tonight?” she asked. Sure, he cared about her. Captain Redding would have torn
his ass to shreds if something had happened to her.


Tony crouched down
beside them. “Oh, most definitely.” He cocked his head and a big grin slipped
onto his lips. “Petty Officer Snow White.”


Chuckling, she grabbed
his shoulder. “Thanks, Tinman.”


Suddenly a wave of
tiredness struck her. The excitement and adrenaline receded as the lights in
the distance told her they would be in American waters soon. She offered Thane
a tired smile.


“Come here,” he ordered
gently, and pulled her against his chest. She nestled her head into the crook
of his neck, ignoring the horrible sting between her shoulder blades. Blood
trickled from the Commander’s wound all the way down to his palm and through his
fingers. With two gentle strokes, he made a cross with his own blood on her
breast. “Just once more, and I promise I’ll—”


She cut off his words
with a deep kiss, and it lasted until she heard Fox say, “You didn’t kiss me
like that when you promoted me to Master Chief.”


The Commander’s lips
tightened with a laugh, as did hers.


Mace turned on the VHF radio
and communicated with Base Command. Just in case, two gunboats were tasked to
intercept them, but flying over the waves at forty knots, it was unlikely
anyone was behind them. She made to wiggle off the Commander’s lap, but he
stopped her, and she gave him a warning look.


He raised a brow at
her. “I’ll behave, Petty Officer Banks. Although—I could use something to take
my mind off this arm.”


“I request immunity,”
she stated, leaning back.


An enormous grin
tightened his strong jaw. “Sorry, Snow White, request denied,” and his mouth
found hers again. If there was such a thing as a marathon kiss, Thane was
making their last one a blue ribbon event.



 

* * * *



 

“Where are you going?”
she demanded, seeing all the commotion around her in the boatshed when they
arrived back at the base.


“Out to catch a bad guy
before he slips down his rat hole again.”


“Commander, won’t they
expect that?”


She didn’t sound
worried, but she looked it. “Kayla,”—he said gently—“this is what we do,
remember?” He slid his hands down her arms, her skin cool and soft. After being
in the water, beautiful crazy curls surrounded her face and although he’d
promised himself he’d never touch them again, he broke his promise and almost
moaned feeling her silky wisps entwined in his fingers.


Glancing over her head,
he saw the men gearing up. All of them were darting looks their way. No—not
them, but at Kayla’s ass which her thong didn’t cover one shred of. For fuck’s sakes. “Mace,” he barked,
seeing him changing his shirt. “Bring over those pants in your locker.”


Mace turned and a
ripple of amusement crossed his brow. “Sure, Commander.”


He turned his attention
to Cobbs and got a huge, cheek-busting grin.


“Here, Kayla,” Mace offered,
extending his arm, but Thane snatched them instead.


“What’s this?”


“Sweetheart,” he said, giving
the pants to her. “You’re kind of exposed.” She blushed and hurriedly stepped
into the pants as all the guys watched her bend over. “Thanks, Mace.”


Mace moved away, reading
the piss-off look in his eyes.


Kayla rolled up the
hems so they wouldn’t pool around her feet. When she stood up he leaned over,
unable to resist. “I don’t want anyone on the base thinking they can have you. Except
maybe me.” Her eyes widened and he resisted the urge to kiss her again.


Clay hustled up beside
them, throwing on a jacket and checking his gear. “I called in Team One Bravo,
sir.”


Mace broke open the
armory and the men pulled their weapons.


MacKay from One Bravo arrived
a few minutes later. He was a big guy standing over six- foot-four. He’d do.


“Commander, the rest of
the squad is scrambling. Everyone should be here in under fifteen minutes,” MacKay
reported.


“Good, then you’ve got
time. I want you to take Ms. Banks back to Base Command. I don’t want her
walking alone. Double-time back here and gear up.”


“Yes, sir.” He offered Kayla
a nod. “Hey, Snow White, heard you had some excitement tonight.”


She nodded absently, staring
at him instead of MacKay.


“Looks like your back
got torn up pretty good. Shouldn’t Caleb have a look at that?” Mackay suggested,
brushing her hair away with a finger.


“What?” The Commander snapped
his hand around her arm, turning her, and lifted her hair. “Oh, shit, Kayla.” The
skin on her shoulder blades had been scraped to raw flesh, and deep cuts marred
a gaping line between them. Rivers of dried blood dropped beneath her shirt.


“It’s nothing,” she
said, trying to pull away.


Caleb dropped the
medical kit on the floor beside them. Reaching to swab his arm, Thane stopped
him. “No, Kayla first.”


“I said its fine.”


He grabbed her around
her tiny waist, and pulled her chest tight to his. “Don’t bloody argue with me
all the time,” he growled, holding her hair up for Caleb to attend the cuts. The
salt water must have stung like hell, but she hadn’t said a word.


Caleb pulled her shirt
up to reveal her lower back, then stopped. “Kayla?”


She whipped around,
yanking her shirt down, and stepped away from both of them. Her face paled,
staring wide-eyed at Caleb. “I’m fine. Thanks—Stitch.”


Caleb didn’t blink or
move, his hands filled with gauze and disinfectant stalled halfway in the air.
They stared at each other for a suspended moment.


“What’s the problem,
Stitch?” he asked.


Caleb’s brow tightened.
“Um,” He paused and bit his lip. “I’m not going to cover them, Kayla. Just keep
them clean.” Caleb turned abruptly and shot him up with a numbing agent.


“I want you to stay at
Base Command until I get back, Kayla, unless someone takes you home.”


Her eyes darted around
the boatshed at all the activity. With her arms clenched to her sides drawing
his attention to her beautiful, curvy hips filling the camo pants better than
any wet dream he’d ever had, she said, “You have three hours, Commander, and
then I want you home in bed.”


The boatshed went dead
silent.


His lips tightened to
grind down on a smile threatening to erupt, and an overwhelming flux of heat
rose in his stomach.


She perched her hands on
her hips. “Your bed, not mine, dumbass.” With a haughty swivel, she joined MacKay
and walked away.


“Hell, almost thought
you had a chance there, Commander,” Mace said, adjusting the belt of ammunition
across his chest.


He glared at Mace. “It
was your idea we take her to Mexico, and she could have been killed.”


Mace flapped his hands.
“Oh, sure, blame me for that. I suppose you’re going to blame me once you screw
her and break her heart,” he said, giving him an angry glance and darting one
at Caleb.


“Stand down, Mace,” he
growled, but only because of guilt. “I wouldn’t do that to Kayla.”


“Bullshit.”


“Hey—” He gripped Mace’s
shoulder. “I’ve looked in her eyes, Mace. I want to spend forever looking in
them, but I can’t give her that. Not with the life I live. I won’t let anyone
hurt her, and that includes me, all right.”


Mace’s expression
relaxed and he jerked his head. “Okay, but stop fucking kissing her.”


Hard to do. He caught a
last glimpse of Kayla before she disappeared out the doors. If there was ever a
woman who was meant for him, it was her. He needed to find a distraction. Any
woman would do, and after tonight he was going to end his dry spell.


Cobbs stuffed his
weapon into its holster and took a position on the other side of him. “She gets
a little testy when someone’s firing bullets at her, doesn’t she?”


He chuckled. “Yes, she
does.”


“I don’t know about
you, but she can drive my boat any day. The woman’s got bigger balls than some
guys I know, but wow, that ass is something else.” His old friend gave him a
raised brow as if sayin’, “You gonna walk
away from that, you idiot?”


“Shut up, Pat.”


“You can be a real bitch
when you haven’t had sex,” and he barked with laughter.


He gave him a healthy
glare, but it didn’t faze Pat for one second.

















 


 


 

Chapter Fifteen



 

Approval for the
mission came quickly from the Mexican government. They wanted Faron as well,
although she had a feeling he wouldn’t get to trial. Kayla spoke to the team
when they departed, then monitored them until the radar signal disappeared.


Pacing a trench into
the ops room floor didn’t help, but it made her feel better as the sun began to
rise. No word—none. John, the man who had trained her, worked the night shift
and watched her with constant concern.


“Kayla, why don’t you
sit down for thirty seconds? You must have walked to Canada and back already.”


“Three hours, that’s
all they needed. Something’s gone wrong.” She glanced at the enormous clock on
the ops wall—four am. Time surrounded them no matter where they looked in the Command
center. Time on the consoles radiated with glowing red numbers, time counted
off on their computers, and one part of the enormous monitor that covered a
wall could—with the touch of finger—reveal time zones across the world. Every
clock linked to GPS, Global
Positioning System, in perfect sync, except the one in her heart, it paced
itself like cold molasses in Montreal.


“The SEALs always get
the job done, especially Thane’s team,” John said.


“The Serpientes are probably
waiting for them to come back. Maybe that’s why they attacked us in the first
place. Maybe Faron rallied more bad guys knowing they’d be back.”


John twisted the head
of a small task light on the console away from the report he’d been working on.
“More than likely he’s hiding, knowing they’re coming back for him. Team One is
probably taking the time to ferret him out. They don’t often get a chance like
this so close to home.” He placed his foot on a chair and gave it a thrust. It
came to a stop against her knees. “Sit,” he ordered.


She nodded and took a
seat.


“No, over here,” he
pointed with his finger. She used her toes to roll herself over toward him as
John crossed his arms and waited. He was five years younger than her, but he
turned a look on her like he was about to give her a big brother speech. “I
know you’re worried about the Commander most of all, but you shouldn’t be,” He
paused. “Kayla, a lot of women have wasted a lot of worry on him with nothing
in return.”


She leaned back. “I’m
worried about all of them.”


“Bullshit,” he said
leaning back himself. “You know the kind of lives the SEALs live. Women who
fall in love with a SEAL live their entire lives with a pocket of worry in
their hearts. Their marriages fall apart. The men can’t talk about their
missions, often they internalize their pain or deal with it by abusing alcohol.
It’s tough.”


“I know that.”


“No, you don’t. SEALs
are a different breed of warrior. The media has built them into this romantic
image, but the reality is harsh. The women who attach their lives to these men
have to endure the worry when they’re away, and the problems of dealing with
what they bring back with them, never really knowing what they’re dealing with.”


“I’m not marrying the
man, John,” she said, crossing her arms.


“No, and that’s my
point.” He leaned over, clutching his hands together. “Although it’s none of my
business, I think you’ve fallen in love with him.”


She spit out her
response, looking up toward the vessel board. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


“He’s left a Pacific-sized
graveyard of hearts in his wake, Kayla. I don’t want to see that happen to
you.”


“John, thanks for the
concern, but I’m a big girl. I—”


John put his hand up.
“He’s one of those rare kind of guys that can live his life without letting his
heart soften for any woman, except maybe when they’re in bed with him. That’s
all he needs and then he moves on. You deserve better than that. He knows that,
too. You can be sure of that, and he won’t step over the line he’s dug deep in
the sand over the years. He’s a smart man Kayla, smarter and fiercer than most.
And because of that he’s made a conscious decision to marry this country, but never
a woman.”


She suddenly heard the
Commander’s voice in her head, and saw them standing in the noisy bar backed
against the wall when he said, “I can’t
give you what you want even if it’s what I want, too.”


“Kayla—” John reached
out and grabbed her knee. “Don’t let him use you and throw you away. That’s
what he does. He lives a fast and dangerous life. He gets off on it, but I
don’t want him leaving you behind like shrapnel.”


She stood up and began
to pace again. “I know, John, and thanks for your concern. I just got too close
to the excitement tonight and experienced the world they work in. I’m just
concerned for their safety, all of them.”


Her heels dug in when
she heard a familiar voice. It was Clay. “Base Command, this is King Fisher
entering American waters, ETA alongside one-five minutes, over.”


John picked up the mic.
“King Fisher, this is Base Command, good to hear you. All flippers accounted
for, over?”


“Roger that. It was a
very moving burial at sea, over.”


“Good, copy. Think
you’re going to have some very relieved company waiting at the boathouse for
you.”


She didn’t wait,
already running for the door.


The Commander’s voice
came back sharply. “She’s not by herself, is she?”


“Affirmative.”


“Stop her,” he ordered.


“She’s already gone,
sir. I’m sorry, but she tore out of here like her ass was on fire.”


A pause followed. “ETA
five minutes. King Fisher out.”



 

* * * *



 

The base was relatively
quiet for four in the morning. Soon the recruits would be roused with the loud barking
of the Petty Officers. She didn’t have to hurry, she’d get down to the dock at
the same time they arrived. Counting heads was her only reason for meeting
them, that and taking the Commander to the hospital. Already she was loading up
with responses to his arguments against the idea. Too bad—he’d protected her
with his own body. She could at least do this.


Another balmy day
dawned as the sun rose in the sky. It was going to be a scorcher, the
blistering sun already hot on her skin. Her breasts nearly bounced out of her
tank top. Wetting down her hair didn’t help and the curls sprung like coils.
Her twenty-four hour makeup had passed its “good until” point, and the pants
Mace lent her were rolled up to her shins. She padded along in bare feet,
watching her step. Not exactly the dapper sight most were used to on the base.


Taking a shortcut, she
passed between two vacant buildings. Military equipment, trash bins and other
paraphernalia littered the edges. She stopped, and turned, hearing a footstep
behind her. No one was there. The hair rose on her neck, and she increased her
pace. The latest brief about the Blood Shark had been posted a few days ago. Another
nurse had disappeared. Everyone was so vigilant it was hard to believe he’d
been able to victimize someone else.


Whirling around, she
caught site of a jacket as someone darted behind a garbage bin not fifty feet
behind her. No one darted behind anything unless… “Shit.”


Her feet grew wings and
she vaulted into a run. A sharp rock gouged her heel but her adrenaline pumped
too fast for her to stop. She broke from the alley and darted left toward the
boathouse. The Mark five neared the dock, but she held the scream in her throat.
She’d make it to safety on her own. The footfalls came closer. He was catching
up.



 

* * * *



 

“Commander!” Tony barked,
looking toward the street running along the docks.


Scanning the street, Thane
saw Kayla moving. She was running too damn fast, and there was someone behind
her. “Jesus Christ, get us there,” he hollered.


The rest of the team swung
around. “Who the hell’s behind her?” Mace yelled from the bow, pulling out his
weapon and taking aim before he answered. “The brush is in the way, Commander.
I can’t get a clear shot.”


The bow bumped against
the dock, and all the men vaulted from the vessel running up the pier, the
timbers trembling under foot. Kayla tore around the corner and hit the nonskid
metal ramp. “Kayla, no,” he yelled. She was in bare feet running as if her life
depended on it, and she cried out, but didn’t stop. Thane reached her at the
bottom of the ramp and she practically climbed up his body. The rest of the men
rushed around them and thundered up the ramp with their weapons drawn.


“Kayla—” She bit down
on her pain, her chest heaving. He took a step back and saw the blood already
dripping to the weathered planks from her feet. “Oh, God, sweetheart.” He
tightened his arms around her and carried her to the boathouse.


He laid Kayla on a
large prep shelf they used for dive equipment. Retrieving three blankets, he
tucked one beneath her head, one beneath her knees and the other at her ankles.
The men returned a few minutes later.


“Shit, how bad is it?”
Mace asked, reaching them first, and folding her hand in his.


A large pink puddle
formed on the bench and dripped to the cement floor. The bottoms of her feet bled
openly as he flushed them with water, sliced to pieces and punctured from the spiny
metal ramp.


“Rabbit got away?” Thane
asked as the rest of the team circled them. “Stitch, I think you better take
over here.”


“Yes, sir.” Caleb took
the bottle of sanitized water and continued to flush her feet.


“Kayla, I have to take
you to the hospital,” Thane said, reaching for her other hand.


She stared up at him,
her expression controlled. “That’s why I came down here, to take you to the
doctor.”


He brushed her cheek
with his thumb. “We’ll both go.”


She nodded slowly.


“Kayla, did you get a
look at him?” Cobbs asked.


“No, I tried, but he
hid behind the garbage bins. As soon as I realized something was wrong I just
ran.” She released the air from her lungs with a slow deliverance when Caleb
began to work on her feet. “Shit, why didn’t I look? I could have identified
him.”


Thane leaned over and
kissed her forehead. Mace cleared his throat—loudly, but he ignored him. She’d
come too close to being the Blood Shark’s next victim. There was no doubt in
his mind that’s who had chased her. “Don’t do that. Don’t berate yourself. You
were running for your life, and that’s twice in twenty-four hours.” He backed
away. “But you’re going to damn well listen to me from now on, aren’t you?”


The men turned a stony
look on him because his voice rose to just short of yelling at her. The Shark
had been inches from her. Even with a slash and dash, he could have taken
Kayla’s life. A cold sharp pain twisted his heart, and he squeezed his eyes
shut, trying to wipe away the image of her warm, beautiful eyes becoming vacant
with death. Fear had vacated his soul long ago, but it gripped him with
vengeance now, making up for lost time.


Caleb pressed the
bandages against the bottoms of her feet, and he expected her features to
contort with pain. It had to be excruciating, but her expression never altered.
It made him pause, and a whisper of something’s
not right shuddered inside him. He’d seen the look before in a wounded soldier’s
eyes. The pain was there, but she separated herself from it emotionally.


“Sorry, Kayla, I’ve got
to put pressure on these. They’re still bleeding too much,” Caleb said.


Thane shook off the
feeling there was something very wrong with what he’d just witnessed. Turning to
the team, he glanced at every face. “Do a sweep. I’ll make the report after
we’re finished at the hospital and I’ve taken her home.”


“Yes, sir.” Cobbs
motioned for the men to head out. “If there’s something to find Fox will find
it,” he said.


He and Cobbs exchanged
a look, assessing and coming to the same conclusion without a word spoken. The
Blood Shark had chased her. He had her scent. They both knew what that meant.



 

* * * *



 

As the doctor stitched
her feet, she stared at the water stain in the ceiling tile with the Commander sitting
silently beside her. When he’d carried her into emergency, they’d wanted to
tend to his gunshot wound first, but he adamantly refused.


She glanced over at
him.


“You don’t have to
stay, Commander. Let them sew up your arm.”


With his head bowed, his
elbows perched on his thighs and his hands clasped together, he shook his head
once surveying the floor.


A nurse busied herself
at a small cart next to her bed. Turning, the nurse said, “I’m just going to
clean you up, Kayla.”


With a wad of gauze
soaked with alcohol, she reached for the cross of blood the Commander had
painted on her chest. Kayla gripped her wrist. “No,” she said shaking her head.


Thane’s fingers slipped
through her left hand, bringing it to his mouth and kissing the tips gently.
Slowly, he raised his head to gaze at her and said to the nurse, “I’ll take
that.”


The nurse stalled and
then shrugged, placing it in his palm.


His brow pinched tight.
With a small shake of his head he said, “I had no right,” and he gently began
to clean the cross from her skin.


It had been a long day.
A hard day, that was the only reason her eyes filled with tears. She pressed
her lips tightly together to hold back the gust of sorrow wanting to escape her
chest. Thane swabbed his existence from her, and her entire body shuddered with
the loss. Why was he doing this?


“No,” he whispered and
leaned his forehead to hers. “Don’t cry, please, Kayla.” His lips swiped at her
tears, and he kissed her eyes closed, but her tears wouldn’t stop.


The Commander carried
her in his arms from the car all the way into her condo. Silence surrounded
them when he settled her on the couch. She expected him to leave, but he
didn’t.


“Can I?” he asked,
looking down at the cushion beside her.


His expression switched
from severe to worried and back again as if a full-fledged conversation were
happening inside his mind. When she couldn’t stand it anymore she reached for
his hand, and he clutched both of hers as if dangling over the edge of a cliff.


“I’m fine,” she told him.


“Too close,” he
whispered, staring at her coffee table in a daze.


She palmed his cheek
before realizing what she was doing. He closed his eyes, pressing his warm,
rigid jaw against her hand. Suddenly, he growled out a harsh word and yanked
her into his arms, nearly squeezing the life out of her, and buried his face in
her hair. She didn’t resist. For some reason he needed to hold her, and she let
him.


A sigh escaped him and
he leaned back, keeping her firmly embraced in his protection. “Sleep, Snow
White.” His fingers caressed her back and he gently rocked her in his arms. Exhaustion
cloaked her, and she fell asleep knowing there wasn’t a safer place in the
world. When she woke, she was in her bed and the Ghost was gone.



 

* * * *



 

It took ten days to get
back on her feet, gingerly. Because of where the wounds were, she’d been held
hostage in her condo with bad TV sitcoms to while away the hours. Each night
one of the team dropped by to see how she was doing. Captain Redding came to
visit, bringing his wife Lydia, the most gracious, lovely woman she’d ever met,
with three casseroles in hand.


Mace stayed with her
most nights. They watched movies. He helped her to the bathroom. Changed her
dressings, and even though she argued, swept her up into his arms and put her
to bed before he’d leave. They talked about everything, except one thing.


Sitting on her ass gave
her plenty of time to think. John’s words whirled around in her head every day
that went by and Thane didn’t call or come see her.


It was good he hadn’t
come again, giving her a chance to realign herself.


Being with the team had
brought more adventure than she cared to experience. How they did their jobs
without losing their minds, she couldn’t even hazard a guess. Mentally and
physically, they were prepared, she wasn’t. It gave her real insight into how fathomless their bravery had to be.


“Good morning, Kayla,
how are you feeling?” the Commander asked when she walked past his office.


Gathering her strength,
she paused, curling her fingers around the doorframe. “Good, sir. Live to fight
another day,” she said, and gave him a small smile. He rose to his feet and
strode toward her. “I’m a little late, I’d better relieve Barry.”


“Kayla, the squad’s
being deployed. I’m leaving in a few minutes. I was waiting for you.”


Fear clutched her, and
she swallowed it whole.


“Help Red take care of
things around here,” he said, standing with his well-worn boots near her feet,
making them look exceptionally small in her flats.


“Of course.” There
weren’t many times in her life when she couldn’t face adversity, she’d had
plenty. Challenges which nearly knocked her out of existence—she’d faced those,
too, but she simply couldn’t raise her eyes to look into the Commander’s.


“Kay-la?” His breath
stuttered, breaking her name in half.


The ache in her heart twisted
into a tight knot. Thane had no idea how much she had healed since coming to
Coronado. His strength, his leadership, his kindness, including the rest of the
team, had pushed away the demons of her past. She needed to thank him, but she
couldn’t without explaining all the rest.


They hovered inches
away from each other. “Never give up,” she whispered. She didn’t know if she
was saying it to herself or to him…maybe both. Thane’s hand brushed against her
cheek and he raised her chin, forcing her to look at him.


“Be safe, Ms. Banks,”
He paused, his jaw tensing. “I want to look in your eyes again.” He swallowed
deeply and his lips parted as if not able to get enough air. “Kayla, I’ve never
had a reason to come home before.” His brow wrinkled tight. “I have one now,
and I don’t want to lose it.”


Ah, the hell with it.
She flung herself at him, and he caught her in his arms, drawing her tight
against him. His mouth powered down on hers, kissing her as if he’d never see
her again, and she did the same. They squeezed each other to within a breath of
existence.


A cough behind them
broke the spell, but only slowly as she pulled away from him. The entire team
stood behind them. Everyone scanned the floor, the walls or the ceiling, except
for Lieutenant Cobbs. He arched a brow and a knowing smile tightened his
expression. “Ready when you are, Commander,” he said.


She didn’t hesitate and
gave them all a hug goodbye. “Be safe,” she said to each one.


The Commander was the
last to round the corner as she watched them leave.


His step faltered, and
he turned his massive shoulder toward her. His warrior’s eyes met hers. “You’re
the reason. My compass home points toward you.”

















 


 


 

Chapter Sixteen



 

The sand scratched its
way down his throat as the four DPVs, desert patrol vehicles, crossed an open plain
back to the base camp. They’d been sucking back wind and sand all night. The
fast attack vehicles built like armored dune buggies handled the Afghanistan desert
with ease. The country’s topography was merciless on outsiders, but they’d
adapted, deploying many times to the Middle East since the beginning of the U.S.
insurgence. Saying they were used to it would be an overstatement, but they
knew what to expect.


His team and the Dev
Group, the infamous Team Six, had joined up two weeks ago for a mission. Every
night they ran reconnaissance. Scanning the faces of his men and those from
Dev, he saw the toll last night had taken. It had been a harsh one, running
into two unexpected Al-Qaeda foot soldier squads a couple hundred kilometers to
the south. They’d chased them down with Fox leading half the team and he with
the other half.


The SEALs had skills
others didn’t, but they also had support. They were still waiting for some
expertise to come in from both coasts before the final move on their target in
the White Mountains.


He thumbed the grit
from his watch, zero nine hundred local. They needed to wash up and get some well-deserved
sleep. The camp lay ahead of them, within the NATO stronghold, small and disguised
amongst mounds of craggy rock and a hundred kilometers of desert in every
direction.


The vehicles came to a
dusty halt and the men vaulted from the DPVs into the blistering heat. Twisting
the kinks out of his neck, he scanned the camp, hauling his equipment onto his
shoulder. He and the men headed toward the camouflaged canvas cover used to
escape the sun and eat. Food first, since they hadn’t had anything in their
bellies since yesterday.


Commander Segal of Dev Group
sat down in front of him. “’Morning, Thane.”


“’Morning, Joe.”


“Hard one last night.
You had everyone awake till it was over.”


“Definitely took a bite
out of us. A couple more nights, and I think we’ll have carved a path deep
enough to get what we want.”


Joe nodded. “I agree.
By the way, the tactical specialists and liaisons arrived an hour ago.”


“Good, bringing any
news we need?”


“One did. Don’t know
how they fetched it out. Maps of the caverns are nonexistent. Old crap from
when the Russians were here, but they say she can find things others miss.”


The spoon hovered
halfway to his lips. A drop of stew splattered to the table. “She?” His eyes
rose to meet Joe’s.


“Yeah, we agreed to
bring in the best. So that’s what I got.”


A spoon dropped to the
table. Mace sat beside Joe and his eyes widened. “No—fucking—way,” he stammered.


The rest of the team
looked up, and Cobbs muttered, “Oh, shit.”


Anger overtook the heat
of the sun burning his back. He jerked around and vaulted from the table. What the hell! She was like a mirage,
camouflaged in fatigues like everyone else, but no one filled a pair of pants
like her. Even with her back to him, he could pick her out of a crowd.
Exhausted past reason, maybe she was just a chimera. She turned, and his heart
lurched as it usually did when he saw her, but this time it was dread. “Are you
out of your fucking mind, Joe?”


Joe’s brows popped.
“What? She’s yours, and they say she’s one of the best. What’s the problem?”


“The problem,” he
ground out, “is—she is mine. You bring Kayla here? Put her life in danger?
She’s civilian!”


Joe crossed his arms
and squinted at him through the sun. “We’re all civilian when our clothes are
off, Thane. I spoke with Captain Redding. He said she’s the best tactical
specialist he’s seen in years. We need the best for this mission. I think you
better join the twenty-first century, just because she’s a woman doesn’t mean
she…”


“Screw you. She is
going home. Bring in Fielding from your group.”


“Commander—” Mace stood
up.


“Stifle it, Mace. I
don’t want to hear it right now,” he shouted. Fingers grabbed his arm, and
before realizing they were small and soft, he thrust them roughly from him.
“You bring my Kayla into a fuckin’ war zone. The tactical expert has to go into
the field with us this time.”


“I’m aware of the risk
and so is she, Thane.” Joe stood up, both of them glaring at each other. “She
was given a choice. We didn’t order her here, we offered.”


“Commander?”


Her voice cut through
his anger, and he jerked around. She tilted her head at him. “My choice.”


He didn’t even think
about what he was doing. His arm whipped around Kayla’s shoulders, protecting
her from herself and from war, or anyone else who wanted to put her in danger.
“You’re not staying,” he said through gritted teeth. “Get your things.”


“Commander—” Her eyes
darted around the table. “Hi, guys.”


“Hey, Snow White,” the
team greeted solemnly.


“Snow White? Cute,” Joe
said, nodding.


“You’re making a scene,
just let me do my job,” she said, giving him a stern look.


The bastards had
already given her tags to wear around her neck. His heart hammered in his chest,
envisioning someone dropping them into his open palm with a sorrowful
expression. Grabbing her hand, he yanked her behind him. “I want to talk to you
right now, in private.”


He thrust her into his accommodation
and whirled around. She wore a moss green muscle shirt to keep cool, which didn’t
help, except to reveal the rounded swell of her breasts. Little rivers of sweat
dripped down her neck, and a sheen covered her olive skin. With her hair piled
on top of her head and small wisps of curls falling from it, she reminded him
of a woman who should be stepping into a bubble bath, not a damn combat zone.
It didn’t help imagining sliding in behind her, and letting the pad of his
thumb grace her slippery skin until he found the sweet places that would have
her writhing in his arms.


Shaking the thoughts
out of his overactive brain, he stepped in front of her, clutching her cheek in
his palm. “You will die out here. I know you are the best at what you do, but
you don’t know war.”


Her hand grasped his
wrist. “You’re acting like an idiot,” she spit at him.


“Around you it’s
getting to be common practice, and I’m getting used to it,” he growled back. Her
fingers curled around his shirt and she tugged it from his pants. The thump in
his chest changed pitch and direction. His mind blurred, his resistance
melting. “What are you doing?” he breathed.


Unbuttoning his shirt,
she kept her eyes on him. “Putting you to bed, Commander. You’re exhausted and
being unreasonable. Once you’ve had some sleep, then we’ll talk.”


Her hands slipped
beneath his shirt and over his shoulders, coaxing it from him. With a gentle touch,
her soft fingers set off a flare inside him. “We’ll talk on the way to the
plane,” he argued, but he didn’t stop her when her palms slid to his waist and
pulled on his belt.


“Sleep and then we’ll
talk.” She prodded him toward the bed. “Lie down, Commander.”


He shook his head
sharply and clutched her arms. “Sweetheart, no.” She pulled his trembling
fingers from her and pushed on his chest. “You—” He wanted to say she had to go
home, but instead, he said, “You’re always in my dreams. Please tell me this is
a dream, and you’re not really here.”


“I am here, Commander,
and I’m not leaving unless you order it.”


“Why did you come?
Please, God, don’t tell me it was to be with me.”


Kayla pointed at his
cot. “Get your ass in bed, sir.” Her expression tightened into a scowl. “You
must think a lot of yourself, if you believe I’d come all this way to get
killed just to set eyes on you,” she spit at him. 


She stomped toward the
door, but he caught her and stared into her eyes, and they seemed distant to
him. “I don’t want you to die,” he breathed out.


Pulling on his arm, she
led him to his cot and waited until he sat, then she bent over, her beautiful
features only inches from his face. “Go. To. Sleep.” With a quick step she
strode toward the door.


“Jesus, woman, don’t do
this to me.”


She whirled around. “To
you?” her voice rising. “How am I affecting you?”


“I—” He swallowed the
lump in his throat. “Never mind, we’ll talk when I get up.”


She nodded briskly and
left.


His mind swirled in
sleep, but his anger dissipated with his dreams as Kayla’s hands slipped
beneath the band of his pants and slid them down his thighs. Her cheek barely
touched his shaft as she knelt, but blood pumped into his erection hard and
fast. A shot of desire cracked his mind in half as her hands caressed his hips
and slipped to his ass. This time when she knelt, taking his underwear, her
lips glided along his skin and a gust of wind escaped his throat. “Kayla—baby,
no,” but it was weak and he didn’t even believe himself. His hands tangled in
her hair, pulling it gently. “Don’t do this.” The moan crawled right out of his
throat when her moist tongue slipped across the top of his head, lapping the
bead of pre-cum from the tip.


“Don’t they say all’s
fair in love and war? Lie down, Commander.” When he did, she snaked her body down
his, kissing him tenderly. “If I’m going to die, I want this moment, whether
you want it or not.”


“I want it. I just
don’t want it here.” The feel of her tongue sliding across his skin made his
entire body jerk. Gently she pushed his thighs apart, licking her way to
sensitive places and lighting him on fire. Her beautiful, full lips covered his
shaft. Rocking his head back with a spike of passion, she gutted him of all
resistance.


He wasn’t going to
fight something he’d wanted for so long and felt so damn good. Sucking on him
hard, her wet mouth sent waves of heat ricocheting through him. Lost, he was
lost as she suckled him, slowing down and turning his mind into a blistering
sensual plane, barren of anything but her touch.


The orgasm crept over
him like being covered in a wall of lava, chilling and hot, shear and raw. His
hips thrust upwards and he came hard, blacking out.


He woke with a start,
and shot up to a sitting position. “Ah, God. Bloody dreams.” Dropping his feet
to the floor, he breathed out heavily, and stretched the aches out of his back.


“Commander?” He heard
Cobbs call from the other side of the door.


“Come.”


Cobbs pushed the door
open, and leaned in. “It’s five o’clock, Commander. Everyone’s up. Debrief in
thirty minutes?”


“Yeah.”


Cobbs stared at him as
if expecting him to say more.


“What?” he said, still waking
up, the dream still shimmering in his mind.


“You’re sure you’re
going to let her do this?”


“What?” His head shot
up.


“Kayla, we have to take
her tonight so she can set up the recon and map out the grid overlay in the
caverns. After you stormed off this morning we didn’t know what you planned to
do.”


It wasn’t a dream? Somehow
he’d put her coming and his desires together. She was here. At least part of it
was a dream, seeing he’d fallen asleep with his pants on.


“The team hasn’t said
anything,” Cobbs paused. “About—well you know. But they have concerns, for you
and for her, and I share them, Thane. If you’re going to be distracted, she
needs to be replaced.” He closed the door and took a few steps closer. “I sure
as hell wouldn’t want the woman I love to be here, let alone taking her into
the caves tonight. There’s going to be resistance. Do you want that?”


“I’m not in love with
her,” he argued, staring down at the metal floor.


“Thane,” he snapped
sharply. “You better stop lying to yourself or you’re going to get us killed. Kayla
is a smart woman, but she’s not a soldier.”


He raised his eyes to
Cobbs. “I don’t want her here, but it’s too late.” He pushed himself to his
feet while Cobbs glared at him. “She’s my responsibility. I’ll take care of her,
we’ll get the job done.”


Cobbs’ hand shot out
and gripped his shoulder. “How long have we known each other?”


He tilted his head then
looked away. “Too long, obviously.”


“That’s right. So you
can lie to yourself and to everyone else, but you won’t for very long if
something happens to her tonight. You’ll fall to fucking pieces if she’s lying
dead in your arms. Could you stand to see her body bleed out and life slip from
her eyes. Do you want to be standing over her coffin when you tell her what you
really feel for the first time? One bullet can tear through her, and she’ll be gone.”


He ripped Cobbs hand
from him. “That’s not going to happen.”


“It sure as hell could.
We’re as close as brothers, and it’s time you got a reality check.”


“I don’t need one. I
made my choice a long time ago.”


“Fuck your choice. You
made that decision long before she came, but she’s here now.”


“What the fuck do you
want me to say?”


“I want you to think
about yourself instead of war for one goddamn minute. Think about her and what
you could have together. You’ve never let yourself get close to anyone, and
you’ve been missing the best part of life there is.”


“Think about her.”
Coughing out a half-hearted laugh, he jerked his head. “She’s on my mind every
second of the day. I don’t have to try to think about her, Pat. I’m at war all
the time to get her out of my head. But I also know Kayla, and she won’t back
down.” He turned toward the heads, then stopped. “There was nothing to miss in
my life until she walked into it.” He curled a look over his shoulder at his
friend. “But it doesn’t change anything, Pat, not what I am or what she is, and
she’s just like me.”



 

* * * *



 

After showering, he met
up with the men. “Where is she?” he growled scanning the camp. His team all
looked over his shoulder. Squatting on top of a knoll, looking out over the
sands, she sat in the falling light. “Who’s that?” he asked squinting.


Sanders from Dev Group
said, “It’s Commander Segal. He’s giving her ‘the talk’.”


The loose ground gave
way under his boots as he climbed the hill. Rocks rolling toward him made him
look up to see Joe coming down. “She’s one tough little lady,” he remarked.


“She doesn’t
understand.”


“I don’t think you do,
Thane. She understands perfectly. She’s calm, she’s ready, she knows what she
has to do, and what might happen tonight. I think you should give her more
credit than you are.”


Credit, shit. If Joe
knew the truth, he’d be hauling her onto a plane himself. This wasn’t Kayla’s
fault. It was his.


Reaching the top, he
wandered to stand behind her. She knew he was there, but she didn’t move. “Why
are you doing this?”


“Because it’s my job.”


“Your job is back at
the base, not in this shithole of a country. Every corner, ever crack hides someone
who wants to kill us.” Hunching down in front of her the sharp rocks dug into
his knee. “I want you to go home.” His voice wavered with unexpected emotion.
“So I have someone to come home to.”


“You have an entire
naval base that wants you to come home, Commander. I’m just one person working
there, nothing more.”


“That’s not true, and
you know it.”


She finally turned her
eyes to his. “Make it the truth. There are plenty of women who serve. I know
what I’m doing regardless of the fact I haven’t been in the middle of a war
zone. I can’t promise I’m not going to die, no one can promise you that. Just
treat me like the others. I’ll do my best to keep out of your way and get the
job done, that I can promise.”


“I will step in front
of you to save your life.”


“Would you do that for
your men?”


“You know the answer to
that.”


“Then what’s the
difference?”


He knew what the
difference was. Hard and true, it bored a path deep into his heart. “None, I
suppose.” Standing up, he brought her with him, his hands resting on the sway
of her hips, beating back the urge to pull her closer. Hell, he’d drag her into
his soul if it meant keeping her safe. “Except for the fact that you’re the most
beautiful warrior I’ve ever known, and you don’t belong here.”


She swallowed deeply,
but said nothing.


“Just one distraction
at the wrong time will kill a man. When a SEAL deploys he has to leave his
heart behind him, accepting he might never see the people he cares about again.”
He quieted, realizing his heart was becoming overly verbose.


Pushing his hands away
from her, she said, “Everyone except you, you mean. You made a decision,
remember? I don’t need to hear a load of crap about love and family, and
leaving people behind. My premature departure from this planet affects no one.
So save it, Commander.”


“I could never accept
your death, that’s what I’m trying to say.” Her lips gaped open, and he wanted
to cover them with his own. Anyone looking up the hillside would be an idiot to
think he was simply giving a liaison a pep talk. “I would never be the same man
again if someone put these in my hand,” passing his fingers across the tags
resting on her chest. “I care about you. That, Ms. Banks, is the difference.”


“I’ll try not to die.
I’d hate to drag you through hell with me, Commander. It’s not a nice place to
be.”


She slid down the
hillside, keeping her balance and running the last ten yards to the ground.
Lifting his gaze to the empty desert, a quiet fear crept through him, the kind
that settles deep. It wasn’t from their mission tonight, but her words and the
look in her eyes, as if she truly knew what hell was.


They ate dinner with
quiet conversation, steering away from their mission and focusing on home and
other things. Kayla sat beside Mace and kept her attention on everyone but him.


“So they call you Snow
White, huh?” Mctavish from Dev Group said, passing her a cup and filling it
with water.


“Yes, thank you,” she
said, taking the cup from him.


“Ever fired a weapon
before?” he asked, glancing around the table with a cocky grin.


“Yes.”


His expression morphed
with surprise. “Okay, well, Commander Segal says I’m giving you a quick lesson
on handguns and some practice before we leave, so finish up.”


“What?” Mace darted a
look between him and Mctavish who was the sniper for Dev Group. He was good,
but not as good as Mace. “You’re not arming her,” Mace stated.


“We are that. You
expect her to go in there and not be able to protect herself? What if she gets
separated from us? She doesn’t stand a chance anyway out there tonight. You
might as well put a bullet between her eyes now,” Mctavish said, giving Mace a
brutal stare.


He was about to open
his mouth when Mace silenced the entire table. “Mctavish, if you don’t shut
your mouth, I’ll put one between your
eyes. Let’s go, Kayla.”


She dropped her
sandwich on the plate and still chewing, stood up, but she bent over and
whispered in Mctavish’s ear before leaving.


His eyes popped open as
she drew back. “Bitch,” he ground out.


Without turning, she
gave him the middle finger and kept walking.


“But she does have a
nice ass,” he said, his brows rising and added a grin.


Commander Segal burst
out laughing. “What did she say?”


Even with worry hanging
in his heart, the Commander chuckled and twisted to look at Joe when Mctavish
didn’t want to fess up. “She said, ‘It was pompous Americans like you that got
us into this shit. Now it’s up to Canadian women to get us out.’”


“Not far from the
truth,” Joe said, reaching for the pitcher of water, still chuckling.


A strong voice shouted
out from behind them. “Angel Face? Holy shit! Get your sweet ass over here.”


Kayla’s head snapped up
and her expression warped from annoyed to a smile so bright it would take two
suns to match. “Bigfoot?” she yelled back.


He swiveled sharply to
see who could possibly elicit that much joy from her with that kind of greeting
and a name like Bigfoot. Kayla didn’t go around the tables. With a surprising
spring, she broached the bench seat, scrambled across the tabletop and flung
herself into the air.


One big bastard of a soldier
caught her in mid-flight, her legs wrapping around his hips as he hugged her to
his massive chest, whirling her around. Eight more men converged on them, all
giving her high fives.


“What the hell?” Mace mouthed.


Commander Segal
grinned. “It’s a homecoming, I guess. Looks like they’re happy to see her, not
like some people around here,” he said, giving Thane a scowl.


The soldiers blocked
her from his view, all of them talking at the same time, a mix of English and
French. The big bastard still hadn’t let her go. Bigfoot? Who the fuck was he?


He turned to Cobbs.
Cobbs shook his head, then stiffened, reading his expression. A Canadian flag
sewn on the upper arm badge of the men’s fatigues gave the first clue.


“That’s JTF2,” Segal
said.


The Joint Task Force
from Canada was an elite group of soldiers. Canada’s fighting best against
counterterrorism. Like SEALs, they were specialists in air, land and sea.
Little-known, but as effective as SEALs they were highly trained, and left a
deadly footprint wherever they went.


Right now, he didn’t
give a fuck if the son of a bitch was the man on the moon. Bigfoot gently put
Kayla on her feet then leaned down to kiss her, a kiss that comes from a man
who knows a woman, who’s tasted her before, and wants more.


Drawing back with a
simmering look in his eyes, Bigfoot said, “Where the hell have you been?”


“You were out of
country. No way to say goodbye.” Kayla shrugged then placed her palm on his
cheek, and they stayed that way looking at each other for far too long.


“I’d rather say hello.”
The guys green eyes surveyed every inch of her.


If he was a betting
man, he’d say the bastard was looking at Kayla with a memory of her without
clothes. The thought of another man touching her tipped Thane over the edge of
sanity, just like that.


“It’s so good to see
all of you,” she said happily, and draped an arm around the waist of the
soldier beside her.


The soldiers had her in
a broad-shouldered protective circle. “What are they doing here?” Thane asked,
keeping his emotions in check—barely. Without waiting for an answer, he approached
them. The Canadians all looked up and their smiles waned.


Kayla turned in the bastard’s
arms. He could let go of her any time, but now would be a good time.


“Commander, this is
Greg “Bigfoot” Lapierre, and his team.” Kayla quickly introduced them,
“Spearhead, Rock, Kane, Dog, LV, Tasker, and Spirit.”


But he wasn’t
interested in any of them, and kept his eyes on Lapierre, who did the same to
him.


He stretched out a
hand. “Bonjour, Commander Austen.
Lieutenant Commander Lapierre,” he said, giving him a strong grip, then
disengaged to cast his arm around Kayla again.


What
the fuck? No, more like shit. This was him! It had to be. The Lieutenant Commander
Tony said Gord had asked Kayla about when he was over for dinner.


“Angel Face, what are you
doing here?” Lapierre turned her gently so she’d look at him.


“Mission.”


His brow furrowed, and then
he laughed thinking she was kidding him. “Yeah, right?”


“C’est vrai, premier temps,” she said, nodding.


His expression
darkened. “Non, vous ne pouvez pas.”


Bigfoot didn’t like the
answer, and Thane didn’t need to know French to read his expression.


Kayla nodded. “Tactical
recon, I work in Coronado with the SEALs now.”


“Angel,” He paused and
darted a look at the team as if for support. “You can’t go out there.”
Lapierre’s arm slid around her, pulling her closer. “Are you outta your mind?”


Mace had drawn up to
his side and nodded at the men, who nodded back. “Mace Callahan,” he said, and
a couple of the men shook his hand. “Passing through?”


Lapierre surveyed both
him and Mace. “Yeah, two-night stopover, then down the road to the White
Mountains to follow up on you, if it’s your team going into the caves.” He
dropped his attention to Kayla. “You are not going into those caves. This is
first infusion, there’s going to be heavy resistance. What are you doing
exactly?”


“Mapping out the grid
of the caves, and taking the team in and out. I dug something up, and—”


“Don’t you always,
Angel.”


“C'est mon travail et je le fais,” she said, attempting to take a
step backwards.


Lapierre stopped her
with a sweep of his large hand, threading his fingers through her hair. “Angel,
you’ve been through enough, you don’t belong here.” Lapierre’s glare shot to
him, but he also gripped Kayla even closer to his chest as if protecting her
from him. “You had to bring her here? The U.S. special warfare ops didn’t have
a single person who could do what she can. C'est
des conneries,” Lapierre growled, turning up the deadly glare for his
benefit.


What the hell was he
going to say? And why the hell didn’t Lapierre stop touching her like he had a
right to hold her? The man’s razor-sharp features and overt masculine presence
radiated courage, strength and assuredness. She looked far too comfortable and
safe in his arms. Two slashes of dark brows intensified the green eyes that
filled with heat when he looked at her. He hated the guy right down to his
muscled protective stance.


“Bigfoot, it’s not
bullshit, and I’m going. Now come and meet the team,” she said, pulling on his
arm. The other guys followed her, but he and Lapierre didn’t move.


“If you’re her
Commander you can stop this.”


“She’s going to be
replaced, but tonight she goes. I’ll be right beside her.”


Shaking his head, he
said, “She never stops doing this. She’ll run right up death’s ass if you let
her. If you knew her you wouldn’t sacrifice her for the information you need.”


Thane knew he’d be
giving a tell with his next words, but this guy, whoever the fuck he was,
needed a squaring off. “Your concern seems more than professional,” he said, clenching
his molars together. “Obviously, you like her, but so do we. She’ll be safe
with me.”


Lapierre’s gaze strayed
to where Kayla stood at the table introducing the two units. “I don’t like her,
Commander, I love her, but she won’t love any man after what happened to her.”


His SEAL sense ignited.
“What?”


Lapierre stepped up to
him, his expression darkening into a mask of unfriendly. “She only tells the
people closest to her. People she trusts. I guess that’s not you.”


Being at a disadvantage
was not something he liked—ever. “She trusts you, I suppose,” he uttered,
burying a look in Lapierre most men would back away from.


“She’s our girl, always
will be.” A knowing grin twisted his lips. “I’ve known her for twenty years.
How long have you known her, five minutes? Your interest strays past
professional, too, Commander. I can see it.”


“She’s my responsibility.”


Lapierre’s voice
lowered to a dangerous pitch. “Don’t try to bullshit me, SEAL. Do you know how
many men have looked at her the way you do?” Lapierre stepped back, surveying
him, his stubbled jaw squaring off. “Having that woman in your arms is
something a man never forgets, nothing comes close after that. Believe me, I
know. I was going to give up this life for her, but she wouldn’t let me.”
Pinning him with a look he couldn’t misunderstand, he said, “She won’t let you,
either.”


Dangling from the end
of his temper, he said, “Make yourself at home, Lieutenant Commander.” Talking
with this guy would only make him lose control, and with nothing to fight back
with, he knew he had the disadvantage.


As he stepped away,
Lapierre said, “If she dies tonight, I’ll be looking for you.”


Maintaining the last
grasp of control he had, he growled, “Then you can find me lying dead with her
in my arms.” He braced, waiting for
Lapierre to take a swing at him. That’s all he wanted him to do so he could
tear this guy to fucking pieces for no other reason than Lapierre had a memory
of making love to Kayla. He was sure of it. A memory he didn’t have.


The tight expression on
Lapierre’s expression shifted and he nodded. “Don’t let her die, Commander,
because that’s what she wants.” Lapierre’s forehead rippled as he brushed past
him.

















 


 


 

Chapter Seventeen



 

The solid ground fell
away from under him, toppling his thoughts into a heap.


Did he really know
Kayla? The answer was no. Deployment had been his last option, and he took it
because he had nothing left in his arsenal to fight her invisible draw.
Throwing up walls was second nature to him, but his was riddled with holes. She
held weapons of mass destruction against his heart, her smile, her warmth, and her
courage.


He’d accused her of
wanting something from him he could never give her, but the truth was she’d
never, ever come on to him. He’d thought about that night in Arizona a thousand
times, all of them with regret. The memory of kissing her and holding her in
his arms had engraved itself into him like words on a tombstone. Kayla was a
landmine to everything he believed in, her essence left shrapnel inside him
that he’d never get rid of.


Would he end up like
Lapierre—haunted by her? Slowly, he turned to see Kayla walking toward the
weapons range with Mace. What would he do if she died tonight? Fear gripped him.
An unfathomable depth of grief he’d never survive, ready to eviscerate him if
that happened. He had to try and convince her not to go. He could hide her
withdrawal, but bureaucracy had him pinned in a corner and he couldn’t order
her not to go.


Sitting back down at
the table, he ignored Lapierre and tuned into Lieutenant Gibson from Dev, who
shrugged and shot a look at Cobbs. “A woman like her should be raising a family
and being pampered by her husband. What the hell is she doing here?”


“Good question. None of
us has the answer,” Cobbs replied.


Gibson pulled out a
package of cigarettes and stuffed one in his mouth. “Did anyone ask? You guys
know her better than we do. It doesn’t compute, does it?”


“She’s solid, that’s
all you have to be concerned about,” Cobbs said defending Kayla, pushing away
his MRE, Meal Ready to Eat.


“Yeah, and what’s she
going to do when bullets start flying around her head?”


Cobbs adjusted his cap
and squared his jaw. “She gets pissed off, actually. How she ended up that way
we don’t know.”


Fox’s beard stopped
thrusting up and down from chewing on a mouthful of food. “That’s because none
of ’em bothered to ask her. So they don’t know squat.” He took a big swig of
water and belched. “Not bad for desert food.”


Nathan’s shoulders rose
with a quick laugh.


“Ah, for fuck’s sake, Master
Chief. Are you eating snake again? the Commander asked.


“Better than the crap
you’re eatin’, sir.”


He cleared his throat
and squared his shoulders. “If you know something about Kayla we don’t—”


“With respect, sir. If
you want to know, ask her yourself.” He pinned a hard look on him. “But I don’t
think you should. That dead look in her eyes she tries to hide, and gives yours
a run for the money, isn’t there because she had an easy life. It’s because
part of her is dead.”


He darted a look at
Lapierre, whose brows flexed with interest. “Fox.” His patience was dwindling
fast. Was he the only guy who’d been kept out of Kayla’s shadows. That’s how he
saw them now. Things he should know, but didn’t.


Fox peered at Lieutenant
Gibson. “I wouldn’t worry if she’s taken prisoner. She’s the last person on the
planet who’ll talk.” He craned his head to look at him. “She’s used to torture.”


He vaulted to his feet
and Segal stopped him. “Thane, if she’s got ghosts haunting her, don’t bring
them up now. She has to have her wits about her out there, and so do you.” He
pulled him away from the table. “You should have told me you had feelings for
the woman.”


“You didn’t ask me,” he
fired back, and then blinked realizing what he’d just admitted. “You just
brought her in here.”


Slipping his cap off
and running his fingers across his bald head, Segal sighed. “I’ll bring
Fielding out, but it won’t be for a couple days. If she doesn’t go tonight, it
puts us behind.”


“She goes. She’ll do
her job, we’ll do ours.”



 

* * * *



 

Kayla held the Sig at arm’s
length. Mace stood behind her, his arms wrapped around hers as she fired on the
target. The bullets tore through the center ring. When she stopped to reload,
he stepped up to them.


“Looks like you know
what you’re doing,” he said. Kayla checked the magazine, and then secured it in
the belt on her hip. “We’re leaving in forty-five minutes. Are you ready?”


She nodded. “Thanks for
the instruction, Mace.”


“Don’t pull the weapon
unless you have to, Kayla,” Mace said. “If you have to, it means there’s no one
left standing but you. Until then you concentrate on plotting the grid through
the caverns and nothing else.”


“I will.”


“Kayla. Commander Segal
and Fox are going to lead the convoys tonight. I’m going to be your shadow.
There’s no room for argument out there, and there will be active combat.” He gazed
at her, searching for something, and then he saw it, Goddamnit he saw it. In
the boathouse, her feet cut to pieces, she should have been screaming with
pain, but she didn’t. Fox had said she could withstand torture. What the hell
could that mean? “One last chance. If you back out, no one can stop you. I’d
have to give you disciplinary action, but the paperwork would get lost before
it ever hit your file.”


“I’m going, Commander.”


Mace stood watching
them, and he looked like he wanted to pitch his two-cents-worth in to try and
stop her, himself. “Kayla, do what the Commander says. Back out. I don’t want
you to go either.”


He could see her resistance.
Not even Mace was going to talk her out of this, and he knew she had a soft
spot for him. “Mace—”


“I’ll leave in a second,”
he said, and rested a hand on Kayla’s shoulder. “You have the heart and bravery
of a SEAL, but you’re not a SEAL, and the truth is,” He paused, and leaned his
forehead to hers. “I love you and I want more cinnamon buns.”


A smile finally graced
her lips. The first she’d offered them since she’d arrived. She stood on her
toes and hugged Mace. “I love you, too, Mace, and I’ll make you more when we
both go home, but I’m doing this.”


She’d said it so
easily, and she meant it. She did love Mace, in the way a sister loves a
brother. “There’s no point in this,” he said, taking over from Mace.


“My job is my point. I
was asked to do this.” Her smile disintegrated as she turned her attention to
him.


“No,” he interrupted,
before Mace could make an argument. “You were offered. No one said you had to.”
He reached out and swept her hair from her face, the wind driving it into a
chaotic sea of waves. “Would it make a difference if I told you I don’t want
you to do this?”


“No.”


“No, what? You don’t
care what I think or you don’t care if you mean something to…us?”


“Something like that.”
She pulled his hand into hers, squeezing it, and softly grazed her cheek
against his fingers before releasing it. “I have to get my equipment.”


He scanned the camp,
seeing the men preparing for the night’s mission. Heads turned in their direction,
including Lapierre’s. “Mace, give us a second.” Kayla began walking away with
him, obviously she didn’t want to talk. Without letting much distance separate
them, he said, “Who is he?”


She stopped, but didn’t
turn around. “If you’re talking about Greg, he works with JTF.”


“I know who he works
for, Kayla. That’s not what I asked.” Her stance stiffened, and it fanned a jealous
fire in the pit of his stomach.


“We’ve known each other
for a long time.”


The words shot right
out of his jealous mouth before he could put the brakes on. “Do you love him?”


Jerking around, she
said, “Commander, that’s none of your business,” She paused, looking out into
the barren desert. “He’s someone I trust. He’s a good friend.”


Another jab of jealousy
shot through him. Was it because her words made it sound like she didn’t trust
him? “With benefits,” he shot back.


Kayla’s hands flew to
her hips, a sure sign he’d ticked her off.


He swallowed deeply. “I
promised him nothing would happen to you tonight.” His gaze settled on her lips,
and her cheeks flushed.


She took a small step then
stopped herself, her expression strained. “No…he…”


He waited holding his
breath. Please, God, finish your sentence, and tell me you don’t love Lapierre,
he thought. Her lips parted, but the words didn’t come. Taking the steps
separating them, he drew her tight. “Tell me you don’t love him.” She stared up
at him, searching his eyes, silent for too long. “Is he the reason you came to
us?” She didn’t answer, gazing at him with that haunted look he’d seen before. He
released his grip on her, and the chill in his heart made him back away. “You
belong with us now, Kayla.”


“I don’t belong to anyone,” she whispered.



 

* * * *



 

The sharp explosions from
the rockets blasting into the hillside behind them covered their backs with sand
and jagged stones. Dust clogged her lungs and the fast thump of her heart kept
her adrenaline pumping hard. Squirming through the sand on her belly, she kept
up. When the men ran, she ran. When they hit the ground, she did the same.


Her headset activated
with the teams combat chatter, enabling her to ready herself for the next move.
Without her years of experience, she would never have been able to follow, but
it was simply like adding the third dimension—reality.


For hours, they worked their
way to their target, a set of caves on the north side of a headland. She
protected her handheld equipment, courtesy of the U.S. government. Bigger than
an iPod but smaller than a notebook, its capabilities stopped just short of
making her breakfast. The technological top of the line in plotting, data and
transmittal capabilities with light touch accuracy, it was years ahead of
anything she’d used before.


They only had a few
hundred yards to go before they reached the caves.


Smothered again, the
Commander shoved her under him when a rocket launched grenade landed on the
ground not more than a hundred feet from them, throwing up rocks and leaving a
pit in the earth. She had more bruises from him than she did from anything
else.


“Lieutenant Gibson?”


“Go ahead, Snow White.”


“Last quadrant. Two
hundred meters to reach the cave entrance,” she said.


“Is there an exit?” he
asked.


“Yes, I think I can get
us through.”


“You think?” Gibson
blasted back at her as he would at any other team member who didn’t give him an
answer he liked.


“The last satellite
image was taken a week ago. The tunnel could be blocked by now, there’s no way
to know for sure.”


“Commander?” Cobbs
questioned.


“They don’t want us in
there, that means we’re going in. Squads one and four lead off,” the Commander
ordered.


“Good copy,” Cobbs
replied, and began calling out orders to the men.


The teams had been
split into four groups. They were in tac force three. The mountain they
approached held a maze of tunnels and small caverns. Once they reached the
target she’d have to get them in and out, but they weren’t going to exit the
same way.


She had no idea who the
enemy was, what they looked like or how many there were, but there was enough
to keep them occupied, lobbing firepower at them every few seconds.


“Mace, Mctavish, clear
a path,” Thane ordered.


“I have to be in front,”
she choked out. The grit in her teeth was bad enough, but it lodged in her
throat making it hard to speak.


“Here.” He shoved a
canister in her hand. “Spit out the first mouthful and then drink.”


The mouthful of water mixed
with the grit, turning it to mud sloshing around her mouth. She spit, then let
the clean water slide down her throat, sweeping grains of sand with it. Lying
on her back, she quickly touched the screen of the glorified GPS, bringing up
the maps of the caverns memorizing the secondary route if the first one was
blocked. What concerned her was if they were all blocked. She heard an aircraft
approach.


“Eyes open, Kayla. It’s
gonna be close, bright and loud,” he whispered in her ear, his arms covering
her head.


The compression blast
radiated through both of them as Thane shielded her. Hot and sweaty, their
cheeks rubbed together. The ground vibrated under her back as bombs struck the
ground, clearing out the enemy.


The Commander grabbed
her and wrenched her to her feet. “Stay behind me.”


The aircraft let go a
second wave over the area where the enemy fire came from. In staggered lines
they slipped through the night. It had become eerily quiet by the time the
first squad made it to the face of the mountain.


“Snow White, it’s your
show now,” Gibson said.


“The entrance bears zero-four-zero.
Twenty meters in, there’s a fork, go right,” she said, keeping up with the
Commander as they ran to meet up with the first group.


“In front of me,” Thane
ordered.


She darted in front of
him, falling in line behind one of the other men.


The SEAL turned toward
her. “Whatever you do, don’t shoot me in the ass.”


“You’d deserve it,
Mctavish,” she snapped back, recognizing his voice.


Silently they made
their way through the cavern, the walls tight on either side. The larger men
had to lean over to avoid the ragged, hewn ceiling.


Mctavish’s hand flew
up, and the Commander gripped her to stop her from moving forward.


They’d reached the
right fork, pitched in complete darkness, her other senses heightened. The cold
wall scratched her fingertips as she ran them along it to keep her bearings.
The silence increased the thumping of her pulse and the sound of her own
breath.


“Clear,” someone uttered
in the headset.


She followed the plot
on her GPS. “Twenty meters and then take the tunnel to the left,” she said
quietly.


Approaching, every man’s
foot fell with purpose and wariness.


“There’s two lefts,
Snow White,” Gibson said. “Which one?”


She dropped her gaze to
the slim unit in her hands. There had to be a mistake. There was only one
showing on her map.


“Well?”


“Standby.”


“What’s wrong?” Thane
said beside her, looking down at the device she held.


“I think one’s a
decoy,” she whispered back. “I need to go up there. This device is pinpoint
accurate. I should be able to tell when I get there.”


“I’ll take it up. You
stay here,” the Commander said, reaching for it.


“No.” She slipped past
Mctavish before he could stop her. Reaching the front of the line and Lieutenant
Gibson, she stopped in front of the first access. It wasn’t exact, and cold air
brushed against her cheeks. She moved ahead four paces. This was it. She
pointed at the second opening. Gibson nodded.


Two more turns and they
were there, whatever they were there for. No one had told her why or what, they
were looking for. A heavy canvas dropped from the ceiling, blocking their view.
The Lieutenant pushed her against the wall and motioned for her to stay. She
nodded. The next few seconds were like slipping into a hellish dream of sound
without sight.


The canvas was yanked,
and the men poured in shouting. Weapon fire cut through the dank air, and she
gulped back the fear. The second squad behind them raced past her, including
the Commander. One quick glance was all she had, but she’d never seen him look
like that before, cold, fierce, calculating—frightening. The sounds of men
dying met her ears.


Feet on rocky ground from
the tunnel they’d traversed, approached. She almost sensed them before she
heard them. They weren’t speaking English and they were coming quickly. Her
hand went to the pistol, and she pulled it from its holster. The cool smooth
angle of metal caressed her fingers as she caressed the trigger guard. Sweat
pooled in her palm, and down her back.


They passed her, not
seeing her in the niche in the rock wall. The first three men carried
something, weapons, large ones. She didn’t think, she just aimed, and at point
blank range shot them one after the other. Five men fell to the ground.


“What’s this?” she
yelled out. Thane and Mctavish appeared at the entryway.


“Kayla? What the…oh,
fuck. Out!” the Commander stormed, looking at the cylindrical tube on the
ground. “Grab and go.” He yanked her from the wall. “Get us out of here,
Kayla.”


Only catching a glimpse
of the display window, a red timer counted down: less than two minutes.


“Which way?” Mctavish voiced
in her ear.


“Left,” she said, breaking
into a run. “Fifty meters and then right.” She darted in front of Mctavish,
they had no time for a mistake. The rest of the men followed. She’d clocked the
detonation on her handheld device. “Fifty seconds, run faster.” The GPS beeped as
they reached the next turn, and she veered down it, almost blind, only the
small light on her device to see by. The next turn was in ten meters.


One more turn.


She veered left and ran
as if their lives depended on it, and they did.


She lunged from the
exit. Five Taliban soldiers pointing rifles at her brought her feet to a sharp
halt. She’d put a few seconds’ distance between her and the Commander. “We have
unfriendly company at the exit,” she choked out, waiting for the first bullet
to tear into her body. Something hard hit her helmet, and in the next second,
something heavy fell over top of her and buried her into the sand, knocking the
air from her lungs.



 

* * * *



 

Thane rounded the last
corner when he heard Kayla in his headset and saw her crumple to her knees. Like
a quarterback, he threw himself over her, pulling his weapons at the same time
and firing behind them where more of the Taliban soldiers stood above the cave
entrance. Rounds ricocheted from every angle as the rest of the team exited
firing on the Taliban in front of them.


The last bullet cut
above their heads, and then a mighty explosion shook the ground. A blast of heat
erupted from the tunnel, washing over them as debris pelted down on top of
them.


Kayla’s body lay still.
Terror gripped him as he rolled her over.


“Ditz, call for
extraction.” He drew her into his arms. “Kayla, talk to me. Please, God talk to
me.” She wasn’t moving. The rest of the team surrounded them, coming to a scuffling
stop. Caleb’s hands slid over her body, prodding her, checking for blood. Warm
liquid slid down her cheek. Blood? No, a tear—his. “Kayla,” he barked, his
voice breaking.


Kayla’s eyes blinked
open to his command.


Mace gripped her hand
tightly. “Kayla, talk to us.”


She fumbled to reach
for the belt around her chin, and Mace undid it for her, removing the helmet
weighing her head back. Her hand slid to her skull, pressing against it.


“Come on, Kayla-girl. Tell
the reaper he can kiss your ass. You’re staying with us,” Fox said, kneeling
down beside them.


“Look at this,” Stitch
said, turning her helmet so they could see.


“Holy shit,” Mace breathed.


Kayla closed her eyes
again, and he squeezed her. A sound he didn’t recognize came from his own
throat, but he choked it back. “Oh, sweet Jesus.” He curled her delicate body to
his chest. Cold, he was so damn cold. “Don’t you fucking dare leave me here
without you, Kayla.”


“How bad is it?” Cobbs said,
kneeling down.


Stitch interjected, “It’s
a concussion. Commander, give her room to breathe.”


Ignoring Stitch, Thane
rose with her in his arms, but she started to squirm, forcing her limbs to move.
“I can walk,” she said weakly.


Carefully he placed her
on her feet, and she staggered like a drunken sailor.


“Easy, Kayla,” Mace’s
hands steadied her.


The Commander leaned
over, searching her eyes. “Kayla, look at me. Look at me, baby. That’s it.
Breathe.” Her legs wobbled and she grabbed him to stop herself from toppling
over.


“No rest for the wicked
or the beautiful,” Mctavish said to her. “Good job, Snow White. I stand
corrected.”


Pressing her palm to
her head, she moaned. “Tabernac.”


Mctavish chuckled. “Even
I know that word.” He squeezed her shoulder. “I guess Canadian women are
responsible for saving our ass. At least today,” Mctavish whispered in her ear.


“You guys are friggin’
insane.” She inhaled a deep breath, wincing at the same time.


The men chuckled. All except
Thane.


“All in a day’s work
Kayla-girl,” Fox said, brushing her down.


“You’re underpaid.” She
squeezed her eyes shut, swaying.


“No, Kayla open your
eyes,” the Commander demanded.


“I just need a second
to close my eyes,” she slurred. “Quit pestering me.”


He gave her a tight
squeeze “A SEAL doesn’t sleep.”


“I’m not a SEAL, as
you’ve pointed out Mr. High and Mighty.”


For the first time, her
giving him lip was all he wanted to hear. “No, but your little heart is as
brave as one.” He hoisted her into his arms and carried her toward the vehicles
coming to a dusty stop in front of them. Nuzzling her ear, he whispered, “I’d
hold your hand and walk straight into the gates of hell if it meant keeping
you.”


Her lids slipped
closed. “Let’s go home,” she said weakly. He gave her a small jolt to wake her.
“Just you and me. Home. Together. Maybe…” her words dwindled as sleep tried to
take her again.


“Kayla, I want so much
to give you that,” he said. Even with her in his arms, she wasn’t close enough.


Her lashes fluttered,
and he could see her trying to focus on her surroundings. “I didn’t mean to…I’m
sorry.”


“What didn’t you mean?”
Her eyes draped closed, and he gave her a little shake. “Talk to me, Kayla.”


“I love him. I didn’t
mean to. No one will ever know. I promise,” she said, barely breathing the
words.


“Lapierre?” The man’s
name brought a bitter taste to his tongue. The son of a bitch had Kayla’s heart,
and his exploded with jealousy.


A sleepy little chuckle
erupted from her. “No, my Commander. The man who can’t love…”


“Kayla, wake up,” Stitch
said sharply beside them. “Don’t let her fall asleep, Commander.”


The sound of men and
equipment, shuffling feet and the rumble of engines close by stirred her, but
he barely heard anything with her words echoing in his mind. She loved him? It couldn’t be true—could it?


“Commander—”


“What?”


“Don’t let her fall
asleep,” Stitch ordered.


“Don’t listen to him,”
she slurred.


He placed her in the
closest DPV, and slid in beside her, pulling her tight to his side. “RTB, Master
Chief,” he ordered. Kayla’s head rested against his chest, and he kissed the
top of it. Tipping her chin, he looked into her eyes, sleepy, beautiful and
alive. “I know you’re not going to remember what you just said, but I’ll never
forget.” And he never would. They were the sweetest words he’d ever heard, from
the only woman he ever wanted to hear them from.


“What?” she asked,
blinking up at him half-dazed.


“Nothing, Ms. Banks.
Rest.”



 

* * * *



 

Thane kept prodding her
any time he thought she nodded off as if she could with the DPV bucking and
kicking over inclines and rocky ground. Hours later, they poured from the
vehicles as the sun came over the horizon, the heat of the day already embracing
the barren landscape.


After showering, she stumbled
back into the common area and poured a coffee. Caleb had given her medication to
dull the pain, and she couldn’t stay focused. She should be sleeping, but her
mind played back the events over and over again. The aroma of coffee drew her
lips to the cup, but a hand stopped her before it reached them.


“That’s not going to
help,” Thane said, taking it from her and setting it on the table.


A helmet plunked beside
it, and her eyes sluggishly veered up to his. “What?”


“Look closely,” he said,
his narrowing.


She focused on the
helmet. The right side of it had been sheared away, leaving only the thinnest
piece of protection. She shook her head, not understanding.


“That’s your helmet,
Kayla. That’s how close I came to losing you. Come on, I’m putting you to bed.”
She followed, but he deviated toward his accommodations instead of the one
she’d been assigned.


“Angel Face,” Greg
called out, and within a heartbeat, he had her in his arms.


Tilting her chin, her
head snapped back drunkenly.


“You’re hurt. What the
hell happened?”


“I’m fine, Greg, I just
need some sleep,” she said weakly. She needed a damn pillow, and soon before
her legs gave out.


Thane’s expression
darkened into pure malice. One move had her out of Greg’s arms stumbling
backwards. In a blink, Greg was on the ground, Thane’s massive hand digging
into his throat. The other hand poised to send his nasal bone through his
skull.


“Commander,” she
yelped, and grabbed at his fist, even though she knew she wouldn’t have a hope
of stopping him.


“Listen good, Lapierre,
Kayla is never coming back. Her home is with me. You take your love-starved
heart into the fucking desert and bury it. Forget about her. And if you ever
touch her again in front of me, I’ll bury you in the desert.” He drove his
elbow into Greg’s chest with a sharp jab as he got off him.


Greg jumped to his feet
and swiped the dust from one arm.


“Greg, I’m sorry, I—” Kayla
began, horrified at the Commander’s brutal attack.


Greg swayed his head,
controlling his breath and his anger. “It’s all right, Angel. I know how he
feels.” His gaze softened. “More importantly, you know how I feel.”


“Greg, you’re the
bravest, most wonderful man I know.”


“Just not wonderful
enough to spend the rest of your life with,” he said, giving her a pained
smile. “Don’t let what happened eat you alive, Angel. I know you’re safer in
the States, but I miss you—every day.” Greg raised his eyes to the Commander. Something
passed between Thane and him, some crazy-ass male message that they both seemed
to understand. “Take care of yourself. Although this warrior thinks you’ll
never come home, know you’ll always have one, with me.” Greg straightened to
his full domineering height and walked away.


If she could, she would
kick the Commander’s ass herself. Closing her eyes was what she wanted most,
but first—“What the fuck is wrong with you, Commander—Thane—Austen!” Swinging
around, she read the contrite expression on his face, but it wasn’t going to
stop her. “Of all the Neanderthal, redneck, pompous, stupid-ass, unSEAL-like,
arrogant, childish…” She wasn’t finished when he yanked her into his arms.


His lips blazed hard
against hers, then softened to a sensual depth as if branding her and
apologizing at the same time. Large, warm hands slid across her back, pressing
her closer. The angry response fizzled, but she pushed herself away from him
before another emotion took hold. Thane gently pulled her toward his
accommodations.



 

* * * *



 

She put on the breaks
as he drew the door open. “I’m not going in there,” she said weakly. Another
wave of dizziness struck, wanting her to slump her ass down in the sand and
stay there.


“I’ll carry you across
the threshold if I have to.”


With no energy to fight,
she allowed him to pull her inside. “Why can’t you just talk to me outside?”


His hands slid her
pants down her legs, and he kissed each thigh before she really comprehended
what he was doing. Standing, he guided her toward the bed, and gently laid her
down then rolled beside her, sliding his arms around her. “Sleep, Kayla.”


“I can’t.”


“Think of other things,
and what you saw last night will go away,” he whispered in her ear.


“What am I supposed to
think about? How you brutalized my friend?” but already her lids drooped lazily
as Thane’s hands gently massaged her body.


“Think about home,
about standing on your balcony. Think about the night you bought your place and
we celebrated it together.”


She rolled on her back
and he kissed her softly. “Why did you do that to him?” When silence returned,
she opened her eyes to see his blue gaze sharp and possessive with emotion.


“Because he loves you.”


“Commander, years ago
he helped me through a hard time. He’s always going to be a cherished friend.”


Anger flickered across
his expression. “He doesn’t want to be your friend. He wants you—forever—to
grow old with.”


She sighed and shook
her head. “He thinks he does, but he’s like you and the rest of the warriors.
Work hard, live hard, love hard, then die. Not necessarily in that order.”


“I’m not like him,
Kayla.”


Arguing the point
wasn’t worth it.


“I’ll admit to being
selfish about you. If I ever came home and you weren’t there—”


“I killed five men last
night,” she said, cutting him off.


“I know, and you saved dozens,
maybe hundreds, because we got what we needed.”


She rolled over and reveled
in the warmth of his chest, letting herself melt against his strength. “I don’t
feel guilty. I don’t feel anything.”


He nodded. “You might
not, you may never feel anything. Don’t question it.”


Running her fingers
across the skin on his bare chest, she followed the hard, contoured muscles. “I
won’t.”


He kissed her forehead,
and held her tighter. “We’re sending you home tomorrow. Fielding from the East
Coast is replacing you.”


“Did I screw up that
bad?”


“No. But you being here
with me could compromise the mission. Our team knows it, and by tonight, Dev’s
group will, too. That’s why you’re here now, with me.”


“What?” she tried to
push him away, but he wasn’t going to let that happen. “You set me up?”


“I’m sorry, but it’s
the only way they were going to let you go, especially after you proved yourself
last night. I’m going to have to fight just to keep you in Base Command after
the tongues start wagging.”


Her mind darkened with
blissful sleep tugging at her. “Am I going to be fired?”


He chuckled. “No,
actually you’re going to be awarded a medal of bravery, and I’m going to be
rapped on the knuckles. Don’t look concerned. It’s not my first time. They need
both of us in the service, and they know it. Now go to sleep.”


“Commander?”


“What?” he whispered
against her lips.


She slipped her fingers
to the buttons on her shirt and his eyes heated. “I don’t sleep in clothes.”


“Oh, shit,” he groaned,
drawing a deep breath. “If you take that off neither of us is going to be
sleeping.”


Ignoring him, she undid
all her buttons and sat up. Slipping the shoulders off, his eyes burned a trail
across her skin. “I believe you have a lot of will power.” She unhooked the
small claws on her bra and let it fall between them.


“Not with you,” and he pulled
her nipple between his lips, grazing his teeth across the tip.


His tongue flicked the
sensitive end and she gasped with the immense pleasure. Warm, rough fingers brushed
her skin, hooking themselves on her panties, as he slowly eased them over her
hips. “What would it feel like with our clothes gone?” she asked, laying kisses
on his jaw and working her way down his neck.


“Unforgettable,” he
breathed. His hands grasped her waist and he drew her up his body, his palms
folding around her ass. “If there was ever a woman I wanted to be inside, it’s
you.” She pressed her hips with a gentle sway against his. Her silk seeped
through the fabric, and the friction of his bulge against her crease shot fire
straight to her toes.


She gazed into the soul
of her warrior. “What if you come home in a box?”


“Then I’ll die a sated
man.” His eyes searched hers as she released his shaft and stroked his hardness.
With every touch, his body shuddered with a need for more. Wetness from his
head slid against her thigh, and she played with its fullness. They both
groaned with pleasure when his erection entered her. “Oh, God, no going back.
You do belong to someone. You belong to me.” His words were a declaration of
desire before his mouth possessed hers.


Feeling his swollen
head penetrate her, she cried out and stroked him deeply. Every plunge begged
for another. Was it possible to die just from being in this man’s arms?


“Oh, Christ.” Sucking
her breast into his mouth, his moist tongue laved her nipple. “God, you’re so
wet, you feel so beautiful.”


He bit her, slashing
his tongue at the tip, creating a fiery coil inside her stomach. “Thane, please
don’t die.” His hands gripped her waist and he slid himself sensually in and
out of her. With every stroke, her desire rose like hot embers shooting from a
fire.


“Baby, I won’t. I
promise.”


Deep thrusts gripped her
with a heady, deep passion. “Thane, don’t stop.” His shaft pierced her sending
her catapulting into a wall of heat. She exploded in a violent seizure of
pleasure. Her eyes flashed open, consciousness flinging her to the surface from
the dream.


The Commander had her
curled in his arm, one hand slid to her hip and squeezed her. The wetness
between her thighs made her pause. She lay still, feeling her body. She was
pretty damn sure she’d just had an orgasm. He kissed her cheek, the hardness of
his shaft pressing against her back beneath his pants. “I bet that was a beautiful
dream,” he whispered, his fingers caressing her thigh, wet with her silk. “I’m
not like him, baby. I could never walk away from you.”


“Commander?”


“Shhh, my sweet mermaid.
You’re safe. Sleep. Dream. I’ll be there with you.”


That’s when the tears
came. The sour pang enveloping her, the loneliness in her heart under attack
from his kindness, and he kissed them all away until darkness took her.

















 


 


 

Chapter Eighteen



 

She picked up the
phone. “Coronado Control,” she answered, glancing at the clock. Zero two-thirty.


Crackling silence.
“Kayla?”


“Good morning,
Commander.” The line remained silent for so long she feared she’d lost the
connection. It had been four weeks since she returned home, and the emotional
side of her hoped he’d call every day.


“How’s the head?”


“Still have a few bats
in the belfry,” she said. Her heart began to beat hard at the sound of his
voice and she bit her lip.


He chuckled, the
phone’s delay causing an echo. “I was wondering if you could do me a favor.”


“Of course.”


“I need something from
my safe. I’ll give you the combination. There’s a file in there called dead
recall. On the second page there’s a list of names. Can you send those to me?”


He gave her the
combination. “Yes, sir, I’ll do that now.”


“Are you being
careful?” he asked quickly.


“I am,” she said,
picking up the pen on her desk and beginning to doodle.


“I—ah, think—” He
cleared his throat. “I don’t know when I’ll be back. This one might be a long
one. I—just wanted to make sure you’re being cautious. I’m, well, I—”


“I’m fine, sir,” she
said. “Put your concentration on the bad guys. I’ll get the information and
send it to you right away.”


“Kayla, there’s no
rush.” He paused, and a nervous laugh escaped him. “I just wanted to make sure
you’re all right,” he admitted. “That’s all.”


A small flare lit in
her heart. “I’m fine, Commander.” She sensed he just needed a second to touch
home base.


“Sweetheart, I have to
go,” his voice softened. “Promise me you’ll be safe.”


“Bring everyone home,
okay? And that includes you.”


“I will.” She heard the
wind, the high-pitched sounds of fighter jets and alarms going off in the
background. It reminded her of the sounds from an aircraft carrier.


“Kayla—”


“Still here.”


Breathing out a gust of
air he said, “I’m proud of you, sweetheart. You did an amazing job, but I
couldn’t do mine if you were here.”


“I understand.” She
heard the door to the anteroom click open. “Hello?” No one answered back. “Can
I help you?”


“Kayla, who’s there?”


“I don’t know,” she
said getting up. The silhouette of a man stood within the darkness. “Paul is
that you?” The figure remained still. “Um, you’re not supposed to be in here.”


“What the hell is going
on? Who is that? No one has any business in there at two-thirty in the morning.”


“Just a second,
Commander.” She put the phone down, and took a couple steps toward the door.
“Can I help you with something?”


The figure loomed in
the shadow. A few steps closer and she could see he was holding something in
his hand. It was too late for a courier and security usually escorted them. “I
have to call security if you don’t leave. This area is highly classified.” The
shadow swayed, hesitated and then turned abruptly and left. Odd. “Hello?” she
said into the phone.


“Who was that?” he said
sharply.


“I don’t know. He
left.”


“He?”


“I couldn’t make him
out, but he’s gone.”


“Deactivate the door,
right now,” he ordered.


“Commander, it’s
nothing to worry about. Whoever it was is gone.”


“I don’t give a shit.
Access is denied accept for a few people. No one should have a card that you
don’t know. Deactivate the door.”


“Okay I will. How’s Fielding?
We heard about what happened. It’s just awful,” she said changing the subject,
but keeping an eye on the anteroom. Veering her eyes to the window of the
Commander’s office, the room sat in darkness, and the hair on the back of her
neck prickled.


“He’s going to survive,
but the leg was badly damaged. They had to take it. Now deactivate the damn
door.”


“Commander, everything’s
fine.”


“Kayla, if you don’t
turn around and deactivate that fucking door I’m getting on a plane, and when I
get home—God help you.”


“Okay, okay, don’t
burst an artery, sir.” She swiveled her chair and opened up the program on the
computer. The little door on the screen flashed with an ugly green border and
the words “Security Access Activated” appeared underneath. She clicked the
command change button and deactivated the door. A large warning popped up. “Door
will be deactivated, all cards must be reset. Do you want to do this?” She
clicked Yes and received the confirmation. Now she was the only person who had
control of the door. It couldn’t be accessed from the outside. Picking up the
phone, she said, “Are ya satisfied?”


“Yes,” he grumbled. “Why
the hell do you always fight me?”


“Because I’m better at
that than saying thank you.” She cleared her throat because a lump had formed
in it.


“I don’t need a thank you.
I just want you to be there when I come home.”


“You and the team have
helped and protected me since I came here. I—I’m not really used to that.” God,
she was bad at this.


“When I get home we
have things to discuss, Kayla, but I have to go now.” Another jet taking off
drowned him out. “It’s good to hear your voice—” He paused, “I mis…” He cleared
his throat. “Take care of the place, all right?”


“You know I will.”


They hung up and she
walked to his office, her heart beating with heavy thumps. Opening the door
cautiously she listened, and allowed her eyes to accustom to the darkness
before stepping into the Commander’s office. She turned on the small desk light
and gathered the information from his safe. Before leaving, she stopped beside
his coat rack. Ah, this was so stupid she thought to herself, looking at a
jacket he’d left there. A small swell of warmth filled her. He always took it
with him, but he’d left it behind this time. On purpose? She buried her face in
the rough fabric and took a deep breath. She backed away and ran her hand along
the material. “Be safe, Commander.”


“Kayla Banks?”


She jumped, grabbing
the coat stand. “Oh, Lord!” A base security officer stood in the doorway
staring at her. Heavy footsteps running down the hallway came toward them. “Yes?”


“Ma’am, we were
notified by Commander Austen there was an intruder.”


She rolled her eyes. “I
don’t know who it was. He just came into the anteroom and left when I asked him
to identify himself.”


“Ma’am, please return
to the center. We’re searching the building now and pulling the camera’s digital
recording. I’ll notify Commander Austen when we’ve viewed them.”


“Notify me instead. The
Commander is on deployment, don’t bother him.” She strode past the officer and
stopped in the doorway. “Agreed?”


He dwelled on it. “Yes,
ma’am, but if Commander Austen calls I’ll have to tell him what we found.”


Just before closing the
access door, a second officer appeared. “All’s clear. There’s no one else in
the building.”


Two hours later, the phone
rang, and she half-hoped it was the Commander. “Ms. Banks, this is Officer
Clarence. We’ve reviewed the tapes, and I’ve notified Captain Redding of the
incident.”


“Why did you do that?”


“Ma’am, the individual
who accessed the ops center earlier couldn’t be identified, but he was armed
with a knife.”



 

* * * *



 

Cobbs reached up to
turn the vented air off above his seat. “We should be landing in twenty
minutes,” he said, glancing at his watch.


Thane nodded and
swiveled his head to look out the small window. The clouds below them hid their
position, but he could feel the jet beginning to descend. Conversations in the
rest of the plane became louder with the men’s excitement. It was always that
way after deploying for a few months. They were coming home, and there was no
better feeling in the world. For the first time in twenty years, he joined
their anxiousness.


The small terminal
would be filled with wives and kids, milling—waiting impatiently. He could always
tell a new wife from a seasoned one. The new one looked tense and excited, and they
usually cried when they saw their husbands or boyfriends walk through the doors.
The seasoned ones were like warriors themselves. They raised the children, ran
the home and dealt with the issues of family on their own. It made them
tougher, calmer—independent.


Not having anyone
didn’t bother him, except for this particular time.


“Marg’s waiting for
us,” Cobbs said, grinning at him.


Margret Foster, now
Margret Cobbs, was one hell of a gorgeous woman. She’d been a model in her
younger years, and she was still beautiful, maybe even more so. The woman had
grace and dignity, and he’d seen her first all those years ago. Pat never let
him forget it, either, since they’d spent a single hot night together.


Back then, they were
invincible, proud, and about as horny and busy in bed as two good looking guys
could be. Marg knew he wasn’t the kind of guy who wanted to settle down, and it
was love at first sight between Pat and her. Her family had hated the idea
their daughter, with a brilliant future, wasn’t going to marry into another
influential family. They didn’t cut Pat a break until the media started to
build up the Navy SEALs and their elite place in the forces. Suddenly they were
proud to talk about their son-in-law.


They had three kids
now, the oldest two had already graduated from high school, and Kelsey—who had
been a bit of a surprise five years ago, kept them on their toes. Over the years,
they’d made it work. He wondered how, but the excitement biting at his heart
when he thought about seeing Kayla again, finally held the answer.


“Please fasten your
seatbelts,” the voice on the intercom carried through the plane. “We’ll be
landing in fifteen minutes.”


The familiar “Hoo-yah” sounded
off, but it didn’t come from his lips.


“Did you at least call
her?” Cobbs asked, snapping the buckle at his hips.


He nodded, watching the
heavens as they descended through the thin ceiling of clouds. Knowing his friend,
he wasn’t going to leave it alone.


“How long ago?” he
asked.


He reached for the
seatbelt, and glanced at Pat. “I needed the dead recall list.”


Cobbs chuckled. “You
mean you made up an excuse to hear her voice. How long ago?”


“Two months.”


“And then you left her
hanging for two months? What the fuck is wrong with you, man?” He shook his
head in disgust. “You’ve been playing hard-ass for all these years. I know
you’re in love with her. Why can’t you admit it?” he said quietly, folding the
magazine and shoving it in the seat pocket.


He jerked his head but
remained silent.


Cobbs let go of a loud
sigh. “You know she’d be in that terminal if she knew you were coming.”


“No, she wouldn’t,” he
mumbled, his heart tightening, wishing she would be. He knew Kayla, and he knew
she wouldn’t want to look like she was caving in to him.


The night after putting
her on the plane in Kandahar, he’d resisted calling her at least a dozen times.
Once they got back, he’d have to request a new phone, his was in pieces after
it smashed against the wall. When he’d finally caved, and called her from the
carrier, he knew he couldn’t do it again.


In many ways, she was like
him, too brave, too stubborn, and because of it, they were in danger of spending
their lives alone. He knew why he’d chosen his road, but he had only one clue
as to why she had chosen hers. Lapierre’s words sat like hardening cement for
the last three months in his thoughts. You’re
safer in the States. Kayla was like a broken puzzle sitting on a coffee
table. He saw pieces but not a whole picture. Three days ago, in the middle of
the jungle, he made his decision. It was the right thing to do, the only thing to
do for the good of both of them. He had to send her away, but before he did, he
would put the puzzle together and see the whole woman who would always haunt
his dreams.



 

* * * *



 

“Come here, you handsome
SEALs,” Marg yelled at them, waving and pushing her way through the other wives
as they walked into the terminal.


“Fuck, she’s gorgeous,”
he said, raising a brow at Pat. He didn’t mind ruffling his feathers from time
to time.


“You’d know,” he said,
giving him a halfway dirty look. “You had her before I did.”


Marg threw her arms
around both of them. She gave him a big kiss on the lips and then turned her
beautiful blues on Pat. “Hi, gorgeous,” she grinned, her gaze already telling
him what she wanted.


“Darlin’, you are a
sight for tired eyes.” Like he’d never had her before, their bodies melded
together for one long, passionate kiss.


“Daddy!” Kelsey wrapped
her little arms around her father’s knees, and he reached down and picked her
up.


“Hey, beautiful, I
missed you.” Pat planted a big wet one on his daughter. “Where’s Cindy and
Rayanne? Too busy to see their dad come home?” pretending not to see them
standing behind Marg.


“Daaad,” Rayanne crowed,
throwing her hands on her hips and giving him a silly grin. She flew into his
arms with Cindy close behind.


“Hiya, Uncle Thane,”
Cindy said, giving him a kiss.


Marg plopped Kelsey in
his arms and she giggled and grabbed his cheeks. “Hey, girls.”


“Unca Thane!” Kelsey
puckered her lips at him. He cuddled her tightly and gave her a big smacking
kiss.


Goddamn, they were all
beautiful. Marg slipped her arm around his shoulder. She could do it being just
under six feet herself. “When am I going to stop doing some other woman’s job?”
she teased.


He raised a brow, giving
her a wicked look. “Maybe if you kept me as happy as you keep Pat I wouldn’t have
to worry about it,” he replied. He jerked back, but she managed to cuff him
anyway.


“I have a big dinner
planned for all of us, and then you’re leaving early,” she said, giving her
husband a heated look that left nothing to the imagination.


“Now you’re just making
me jealous.” He carried Kelsey while she played with his ear trying to tickle
him. The sun beamed down between the cumulus clouds moving quickly to the
north. The California wind carried the familiar scent of home. There was only
one thing missing, and he felt it so sharply.


“If he’d quit being so
fuckin’ stubborn, she’d be here right now,” Cobbs stated.


Marg stopped in her
tracks and they both turned. “Who’s she—pray
tell?”


Cobbs tilted his head
and gave him a ‘well-what-of-it’ look. Marg swung her gaze back and forth
between them. “Spill,” she ordered like a drill sergeant.


“Unca Thane, why is
that lady staring at you?” Kelsey asked.


He whipped around, his
heart pounding in his chest. “Where, Kelsey?” His eyes rushed past every face. Faces
he knew, ones he didn’t, but not the one he wanted to see. There were so many
people in the way. “Point, Kelsey. Where?”


“She was over there,”
Kelsey pointed back toward the doors of the terminal. “She’s gone,” Kelsey said,
shrugging and wrapping her arms around his neck laying her head on his
shoulder.


Still searching, he
said, “What did she look like?”


Kelsey lifted her head.
“Kinda like mommy, but smaller.”


“Did you see her, Pat?”
peering across every face again.


“All right, start
talkin’,” Marg ordered.


“Here.” He plopped
Kelsey in Marg’s arms and fought his way back toward the terminal waiting room.
Throwing open the door he glanced around quickly. It was empty except for a
cleaning woman pulling a black bag from a garbage can. He shook his head and fought
off an unexpected tsunami-sized wave of disappointment as he stared at the floor.


“Are you looking for me?”


His pulse quickened as
he turned around. “Kayla—” Standing five feet away from him, her eyes smiling,
was the most gorgeous, wonderful, incredible woman, he’d ever seen in his life.


Sweeping a wave of
disobedient hair from her face she said, “Welcome home, Commander.”


The distance between
them disappeared with two steps. “Sweet Jesus, you’re a beautiful sight.”
Christ, he thought he was going to cry himself feeling her softness in his arms.


She tenderly touched
his forehead where an angry red wound marred his skin. “I’m glad you’re home
safe.” She smiled up at him. “Did you bring everyone home?”


He palmed her cheek and
nodded. “Yeah, everyone came home.” He wanted to kiss her so badly, but
something stopped him. She was being polite and professional, and trying so
damn hard to hide her feelings, and so was he. What the hell was the matter
with them that neither of them was going to give? Over the years, he’d lost
count of the women who’d offered forever,
but he’d never wavered. If only Kayla would say she wanted him, he’d probably
fall to his knees with relief.


“Good.” She glanced
away nervously. “Captain Redding sent me over to tell you that you need to come
in tomorrow. You’ve got some kind of high-level meeting about Al-Qaeda at ten.”


Shit, that’s why she
was here? She hadn’t come because she wanted to. God, he was an idiot. “Right—well,
I’ll be in.” He stepped away from her, but he found he couldn’t let go of her
hand. Glancing up, Cobbs and his family stood not more than ten feet away. Marg
looked like she was going to bust a coconut, excitement radiating on her face.
Talk about being stuck between a rock and another rock.


“Are you going to
introduce us or what?” Marg asked, clasping her hands together.


Kayla spun around with
surprise. “Hi.” She gave a quick wave, and pressed herself against him. His
hands slid to her hips, holding her gently. “Lieutenant Cobbs.”


“Hi, Snow White.”


“Snow White!” Marg
stepped forward. “It’s nice to meet you, Kayla. I’ve heard a lot about you from
Pat.”


“Ah—Marg, right?” Kayla
said, accepting her hand.


“Yeah, so one more for dinner
then?” she said, barely containing her excitement.


“I’m working, actually.
I just started my evening shift. Captain Redding just wanted to get a message
to the Commander.”


Kayla glanced up at
him, and he realized he was holding his damn breath.


“Well, I better get
back. It’s good to see you all made it home. It was nice to meet you, Marg.”


Sweeping her into his
arms and landing the kiss of the century on her lips is what he wanted, but how
could he do that? “Kayla?”


She offered him a small
smile and pulled away from him. “Bye.”


Just like that—his
chance, his moment, the one he’d been missing all his life was gone. The soles
of his feet riveted themselves to the ground to stop himself from chasing her. He
had made up his mind to let her go. He never changed his mind. He swallowed
thickly to clear the lump from his throat.


Marg marched up to him,
her brow tight. She stopped within two inches and glared at him. “Are you that
stupid?” she hissed at him. “Go after her. That woman truly loves your sorry,
hard ass.”


Confused, his feet felt
like they were sinking into the tarmac. He stared blankly back at her.


“Don’t make me hit
you,” she blurted.


“I’d listen to her, Thane,
she’s got a wicked right cross,” Cobbs said, grinning.


“She doesn’t,” he
breathed, but he’d never forgotten Kayla’s words in the desert. She’d been
knocked senseless, there was no way a woman like her could love him. Could he
do what he planned if she did?


Marg narrowed her eyes
at him. “She does, you idiot.”


“Right again,” Cobbs
said with a laugh. He swayed Kelsey back and forth in his arms, and then
shrugged at him. “How many people have to call you an idiot before you get a
grip?”


He swallowed hard and
looked up to see Kayla getting into Red’s car. He’d sent her over here on
purpose. The old man had set him up. “Marg, you don’t know her.”


“I know what two people
who want to fall into each other’s arms looks like, Thane. I never thought I’d
see it, but I’m right aren’t I?”


He glanced at the
ground, deliberating on denying it, then stared into Marg’s waiting expression
and nodded.


Her face cracked into a
beautiful smile. “I like her.”


He tilted his head with
a raised brow. “You don’t even know her.”


Marg gently leaned her
forehead against his. “I don’t need to. I can see what she does to you,” and
she wrapped him in a huge hug. “Don’t you dare let her get away,” she whispered
in his ear. “I know what you think, but you’ve always been wrong. We’re
stronger than you give us credit for. We have to be, we marry warriors like
you.”



 

* * * *



 

The Commander had been
back for two weeks, and they’d managed to avoid each other. She swapped her
shifts to all evenings, which meant she was only in the office for an hour
before he left for the day. Twice she’d had to give him a debrief, and both
times the air between them felt more like jell-o, tense and vibrating.


Both he and Captain
Redding had a late meeting today and both of them were still in at seventeen
hundred hours. As she passed by their door on her way to the bathroom, Redding
waved his hand. “If you have a minute, Kayla.”


Shit!
“Yes—sir.”


The Captain’s white
brows arched, as if he saw her distress. He shuffled some papers on his desk.
“I’m drafting the Christmas schedule, and you’re off.”


She nodded. “John’s
family is having a large reunion; everyone is coming from the four corners of
the planet. I’ll work the twenty-forth through the twenty-sixth for him.”


Redding began to shake
his head. “Jake, said you were working his shifts. That would mean three days
of double shifts.”


“Yes, sir, that’s
right.” She turned to go, but he cleared his throat, a sure sign she needed to
stop. Peering at him, he began to shake his head.


“Kayla, I was
suggesting you have Christmas off, and that maybe you wanted to take an extra
cycle off and go home.” He surveyed her with concern.


“No, sir.” The
Commander watched her, but she refused to look at him. Looking at him caused
her physical pain now. As soon as the new year came, she would start looking
for another job, somewhere far away from Coronado and Thane.


“You’re not working
straight through Christmas, Kayla,” Thane said.


Keeping her eyes fixed
on Captain Redding, she said, “I do it every year, sir. It’ll be slow anyway.”


Redding placed the
schedules on his desk and crossed his hands. “You’re not working Christmas
Eve.”


“Why?” It was usually a
relief to management when someone like her could work.


“Because you’re
spending it at my house,” he declared, rising from his chair. “We have a dinner
for friends and family, and you’re going to be there.” He limped toward her and
placed a fatherly hold on either side of her arms. “I’ll consider the other
shifts, and let you know.” He paused, “but you are going to spend Christmas Eve
with my family, agreed?”


A stuttered breath
escaped her, and her stomach churned. She didn’t want to be rude.  “That’s very kind, sir, but I don’t think I
can.” She took a step back, but her legs weakened and it probably looked more
like a stagger.


The Commander vaulted
from his chair. “Kayla, what’s wrong?”


She had to get out of
here. “Excuse me.”


With a surge of will, she
bolted from the room without a glance at Thane. Maybe she should have accepted
the Captain’s invitation to take Christmas off. With a quick stride, she passed
Karen’s desk.


The admin assistant
tipped her head up. “Going to the Christmas party, Kayla?”


“No,” and she kept
walking at a good clip.


“Bitch,” she heard
Karen mutter under her breath.


Any other time she
would have burned the woman, instead she shot around the corner and thrust the
bathroom door open, relieved to see it empty. Thrusting the tap on, she cupped
her hands and splashed cold water onto her face, then clutched the edge of the
counter, letting the droplets slide down her cheeks and drip from her chin.


Raising her head, she
stared back at herself in the mirror. The ghost of Christmas past haunted her. She
squeezed her eyes tightly together when the glass began to waver as if it were
a living entity. There were ten days to go before Christmas, but just the
mention of it threw her into a tailspin. 


Her first instinct was
to call Greg. No. This Christmas she
would manage on her own. Greg deserved a life instead of standing guard over
her.


She clumsily turned and
used the wall to steady herself, but it wasn’t enough and her legs gave out. Her
butt reached the ceramic tiles of the floor just as the bathroom door flew
open. Pressing her hands to her face, she didn’t care who saw her.


“Kayla?”


Except maybe him. Her
voice muffled, she said, “You’re in the wrong washroom.” The air moved as he
knelt beside her. He tried to pull her hands away, but she resisted. Not
forcing it, he caressed her arm. “I just need a second.”


“Tell me what’s wrong,”
he asked gently.


Invisible blades pierced
her heart, and she bled internally. The overwhelming clutch of fear and sadness
wanted to swallow her. Searching for her center, concentrating on her breathing,
she put her mind in a better place. If she didn’t get up soon, he’d be calling
for help. Slowly she leaned her head back against the wall. “All’s well,
Commander,” she whispered. His warm palm pressed against her forehead, and his
other hand gripped hers.


“You have a fever.”


“No, I don’t.”


“Your skin is clammy.”
His fingers brushed against her cheek. “Today is your third double shift in a
row. No more, you’re going home—now. I’m calling someone else in.”


“No,” she shook her
head and swept her legs beneath her, pushing herself to her feet. The room spun
and she took a step to balance herself. Thane clutched her, and although she
didn’t want his help, she accepted it.


“The flu’s been going
around. You’ve probably got it.”


Without knowing it,
he’d given her an out. “Sure, probably.” She licked her lips and cleared her
throat. Looking up at him, she saw concern radiating in his eyes. “I’ll be
fine. Maybe I will go home.”


“I’ll take you. You’re
not riding the bus.”


When he tried to pull
her under his arm, she pushed away. “It takes ten minutes, sir.” She needed to
sleep, preferably until December twenty-sixth. 


His warm palm cradled
her cheek. “Sweetheart, you’re sick. I’m going to take care of you.”


She shook her head
quickly. Definitely not a good idea. The nightmares had started to get worse,
only giving her a couple hours of deep sleep each night. “Then we’ll both end
up in bed.” His lips twitched, and a small wicked glint sparked in his eyes.
She gave him a stern look. “You know what I mean.” Gently his hands slid down
her bare arms, leaving a trail of goose bumps.


“Let me take care of
you,” he said, brushing her bangs away from her eyes.


If she allowed him to
see her vulnerability, he’d never see anything else. She yanked his fingers
away from her. “Do I look like I’m five years old?” She stepped past him, but
she didn’t miss the hurt dawning on his features.


“We should have talked
before now. You’ve been avoiding me.”


“Yes, I have, but I
work thirty steps away from you. If you wanted to talk, you could have asked
for a meeting.”


Thane swallowed
heavily, and his gaze shot to the floor. “I don’t know what I want to say. What
I should say and what I—want are at war.”


She clutched the door
handle. “You’ve already said it, and I heard you loud and clear.” She yanked
the door open, and abruptly stopped, Karen was standing on the other side of
it.


“Commander, Libby
Debberville is waiting for you in the lobby. She says you have a dinner date.”
Karen’s gaze slid to her, obviously pleased with sharing her message.


“Thank you, Karen.”


The Commander brushed
around them and headed down the hall. Karen leaned into her. “She’s been his go-to girl for years.”


Ignoring the jab of
jealousy, she said, “Good for him.” 


What she needed was
coffee if she was going to get through the next seven hours. Conversation had
been enough to push back the demons. When the elevator doors opened, she saw a
very tall blonde wrap her arms sensually around Thane’s broad shoulders and
place a steamy kiss on his lips. Keeping her attention on the front door, she
strode past, but his eyes tracked her.


“Who’s that?” she heard
Libby ask.


“Just one of my staff,”
he answered. 


That’s
right, Commander, and nothing more. A tightness pinched
her heart. Never anything more.


















 


 


 

Chapter Nineteen



 

A high-pitched scream
pierced the air behind Thane. Instead of diving for cover, he slowly turned to
see the little redhead, barely the height of the back of his chair with a field
of freckles covering her nose, gazing up at him. Crocodile tears welled in her
big blues, her bottom lip quivered. Thane chuckled. Reaching out his hand, her
eyes widened, but she grasped his fingers with her tiny ones.


“Come on, little one,”
he said, swooping her into the air. Two young boys dodged around his legs and
tore across the galley. “Who belongs to this one?” he said, loud enough to
punctuate the riot going on around them.


“Mine, mine, thanks,
Commander,” a woman with strawberry blonde hair said, marched toward them with Fox
tailing close behind.


Thane delivered the
little girl into Fox’s arms.


“Hey lil’ fox, why the
tears?” his Master Chief asked, cuddling his youngest.


“Daddy…” Then the
waterworks started in earnest.


“She didn’t have her
nap today, she’s cranky,” Kate, Fox’s wife, explained, taking her from him.
“There’s Marg, I’m going to go say hello.”


“This is nuts,” Tony
said, curling in his chair and scanning the chaos. “If this is wedded bliss,
I’ll pass.”


“The bliss is making
the babies, Tinman. It’s the sixty years after that tests a man’s mettle,” Fox said,
chuckling at Tony’s expression and taking a seat next to him.


A Christmas celebration
at the base brought out-and-out bedlam, far noisier than any battlefield. Paper
candy canes and colored baubles hung from the ceiling. Big plastic boughs of
deep green garland twined with strings of lights strung the walls. The place
was duly Christmas-ified.


“Who’s Santa?” Nathan
asked, looking over toward the line of kids waiting to sit on the velvet, red
knee of the SEAL who’d volunteered to wear the suit and thrown on a big fluffy
beard.


“It’s Neil Anderson
from Team Three,” Red answered, keeping an eye on his five grandchildren while
Lydia tried to corral them in the lineup. He pointed behind Thane, stopping him
from taking a step backwards and squashing a toddler rushing by with a fistful
of candy. “Finished your Christmas shopping, Ghost?”


“Yeah, and you’re
getting something really special this
year,” he said, taking his seat. He’d looked for the ugliest sweater he could
find, but none came up to snuff. If there was anyone to blame for turning his
life into an emotional roller coaster, it was Red.


Red grinned, knowing he
wasn’t getting a tie unless it squirted water in his eye, and the reason why.
“Dinner’s at six Christmas Eve.”


Their squad would get
to enjoy Christmas at home this year. That made everyone happy, except him. An
image of Kayla followed at lightning speed and settled uncomfortably in his
chest. She had been avoiding him as best she could, while he seemed to be
balancing on the head of a pin waiting to catch a glimpse of her, his heart
jumping every time he did.


“Where’s Kayla?” Mace
asked, snagging a chair from the next table. Nathan and Cobbs were close behind
and did the same.


“Hey, gorgeous,” Marg
yelled out, holding Kelsey’s hand as she joined the Santa lineup, and a gaggle
of other SEAL wives.


He waved back.


Red’s expression
twisted with concern. “Don’t know. She hasn’t been herself for the last week.
She never leaves the ops room, and she’s been quiet, unusually quiet,
actually.”


“I’ve noticed it, too,”
Thane said, picking up a stray candy cane on the table and fingering it. Last
week Kayla decorated the Command center during a night shift, but there was
nothing merry about her. She had even stopped baking. Wasn’t Christmas when
women went nuts with dough? Her warmth had evaporated, obviously he wasn’t the
only one who’d noticed. The squad had their annual Christmas drunk, and they
wanted Kayla to come, but her response was an abrupt no.


She’d even gotten into
a pissing contest two hours ago with Commander Masters, something she’d never
done before. Kayla had been right in her judgement, but she’d actually goaded
him. Masters took the bait, then was on the phone seconds later railing at him
to get his “bitch on a leash” which set him
off. When he’d talked to her about Masters, she accepted it with rigid silence.
Kayla didn’t defend herself, as if she’d done it on purpose wanting him to
discipline her.


“What the hell are you
guys doing here?” Simpson from Team Seven said, appearing at the end of their
table.


Mace shrugged. “Cashing
in on the candy cane overdose, why?”


“Aren’t you going to
Breakers? It’s standing room only. You can’t even get in if you don’t get there
early.”


Mace and the guys
looked at him, but he had no idea what Simpson was talking about either.


Reading their vacant
expressions, Simpson said, “You’re missing out, men. Snow White’s been singing
there every night for a week now. Shit, that woman can sing, but her dresses
and the way she shakes it—whoa! The line is out the door and around the
building.”


Thane’s anger puffed to
life, and then blasted through him like Napalm. “What?” he growled, rising to
his feet, getting the picture pretty damn fast. The thought of Kayla singing in
front of a hundred lusting men began eating its way through his brain.


“Umm.” Simpson’s gaze
jumped to Mace for help.


Tony pushed his chair
back. “Mace and I’ll check it out, Commander.”


“Leave her alone,” Fox said
sharply. “I said—sit.” All eyes turned to his Master Chief, including his. “Are
y’all deaf?”


“What’s this about?”
Red said, scowling at Fox.


“I know that look,” Fox
said roughly, glaring at Thane. “You go into that bar, and you’re asking for a
shit storm, and it won’t be yours. Leave the woman be. She’s got enough to deal
with.”


“Enough of the
bullshit, Fox. You pulled this in the desert. If there’s something wrong with
Kayla, I want to know what it is. She bloody well yelled at me yesterday.”


“Me, too,” Mace piped
up. “Fox, cough up man, what’s going on with her?”


Fox nodded toward the
line, getting the high sign from Kate. “She has a past to deal with. You can’t
help her, none of us can. This is a bad time for her, leave her alone.”


Cobbs, always the
mediator, looked between them. “Maybe you should do what he says, Thane. If she
needed our help she’d ask.”


“No, she wouldn’t.” He
turned his attention back on Fox. “What she’s doing is reckless.”


His Master Chief stood
up and squared him with a harsh look. “Maybe in your eyes, but not for her,
Commander. She’ll get over it, and she’ll be back, don’t push her.”


A large crash came from
the other end of the Mess hall, followed by a loud shout of disapproval from a
distraught mother. “Secrets make us vulnerable, even Kayla’s.” He looked to Red
for support. “I pulled her file today. There’s nothing that raises any red
flags.”


Fox let out a deep
breath. “We all have secrets, Commander. Snow White has hers, and they’re so
fucking ugly you don’t want to know. Believe me. If you go digging, you’ll make
it worse.”


“Master Chief, we’re
talking about Kayla here,” Mace said worriedly, leaning over the table. “What
could be that bad?”


Fox bowed his head. “I
know what I’m talking about. Drop it, men. Let her come back on her own.”


Thane saw the
seriousness in Fox’s eyes, and his uncharacteristic anger made him pause. “Red,
do you know what’s going on?”


“I’ve had my suspicions
for a while now. I think Fox might be right,” Red said, giving him a level
stare.


“What the fuck does
that mean?” he spouted.


It didn’t matter how
many years passed, but when Red turned on the expression he remembered from
when he was his lieutenant, and had had enough of his bullshit it still worked
on his conscience today. “It means—Kayla has always been professional, polite
and in control. You push her buttons, Ghost. If you push the wrong one, you’ll
regret it.”


Caleb joined them, his baby
daughter tucked in the crook of his arm. “Hey, men.” He darted a glance at the
team. “Something—up?” he said, rocking his little bundle in a thick white
blanket.


“Caleb, talk some sense
into this man,” Fox said.


Caleb’s brows lifted
not really getting the gist of the conversation.


“Commander, I’m asking
you to let Kayla be,” Fox urged. “Why can’t you just give her space? What does
it matter to you, anyway?”


“Oh,” Caleb uttered,
his brow tightening.


What the hell did “oh”
mean. “Caleb, Kayla hasn’t been herself. She’s hiding from all of us. There is
something wrong. We don’t keep secrets, although my Master Chief here thinks
otherwise. If there’s something I need to know, spill it.”


Caleb and Fox exchanged
a glance. “Sir, we know each other pretty well. More importantly, Fox and I understand
you.” Fox gave Caleb a wary stare. “But the truth is you don’t know Kayla. I
think—this one time you need to back off.”


He glared at his men
like they’d all lost their minds. “My Kayla is singing in front of a bunch of
men who’d love to have a piece of her. That’s not happening.”


“Ghost,” Red barked at
him.


“What?” stopping only
because it was Red.


“Son, she’s not yours.”


Had
he said that? Out loud?


“You said, ‘My Kayla’.
She’s not yours, Ghost.” Red stepped in front of him. “You didn’t want her
here, remember? She’s your subordinate, nothing else.”


“She’s part of our
team,” he argued, and the words surprised even him, but it was the truth.


“You don’t have a right
to dig into her private life unless it’s impacting her performance at work. If
nothing else, she works harder than anyone in the center.” He pointed at Fox and
Caleb. “I’m trusting you on this, Fox, Stitch. You better be guessing right on
this one. Kayla has earned my admiration in the short time she’s been here. And
you—Ghost—keep in mind that I am as concerned about her as I would be a
daughter.” One white brow shot upwards. “You’ve been so goddamn focused on not
falling in love with her, you’ve missed the fact that we’re all she has. Don’t
fuck that up.”


He almost staggered
backwards with Red’s words. Searching every face at the table, he saw the team
staring back and no one was arguing. “She’s part of this team and there’s
something wrong,” he said harshly. “I’m going to find out what it is.”


“Oh, Christ,” Cobbs
muttered, and followed close on his heels.



 

* * * *



 

Just like Simpson said,
the line ran down the outside wall of the bar, three men thick. Music blasted
from the interior.


“Guys, you’re going to
have to wait,” the bouncer said, stepping in front of them and holding up his
hand.


“Fuck off, get out of
my way,” he stormed, pushing through the men in the line.


The bouncer took one
more step and then backed off. “Commander—”


“Get the fuck out of my
way.”


Battering his way
through with Cobbs, Tony, Nathan and Mace behind him, he stopped once he’d
gotten close enough to see the stage.


“Okay,” the lead singer
from the band said, “I know you love us, but you’ve been waiting for her…so
here’s Snow White.”


The fucking place went
nuts when Kayla appeared on the stage. The crowd surged as one body toward her.
White lights swirled around her then stilled, leaving one brilliant light
directly above her. She literally sparkled, her beauty radiating from her like
a siren calling to the men in the audience.


Adjusting the ear mic,
she waited until the crowd quieted. “This song has just come out, and I think
you’ll be hearing a lot of it, but when I heard the words I knew it should be
your theme song, and probably mine, too. What
Doesn’t Kill You Makes You Stronger.”


Kayla wore a pure white
mini with beaded tassels dripping from her body and five-inch fuck-me heels.
White cuffs circled her wrists with more tassels and her breasts popped from
the body-hugging dress. Any man in his right mind would want to follow the arc
and shallows of the woman’s legs with an open palm. If his temper was a rocket
launcher it would have sent his ass to the moon. Jesus Christ! What the fuck was
she doing?


“Commander, maybe you
should cool off before you talk to her,” Cobbs yelled in his ear over the song.


He didn’t comprehend
anything except he wanted her off that stage. The woman he loved—whoa not love,
cared about—a lot—was in front of a couple hundred hungry sailors. He pushed
closer while Cobbs tried to hold him back. The second the last note was out of
her mouth, he grabbed her around the hips and tore her from the stage. Applause
roared in the room and it covered her gasp.


“Rank has its privileges,”
the lead singer said, giving the band a sign and they exploded into another
song.


“Commander!” Kayla
barked, pushing with both hands on his chest to get away. He slung her over his
shoulder and headed straight for the door, the crowd opening up for him.


Once outside, he
dropped her to her feet. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he shouted
before she found her balance. He wasn’t seeing red, his anger seared white hot
in every one of his nerve endings.


She took a step back,
rage burning in her eyes. “You have no right!”


Crossing his arms
across his chest tightly, he leaned over her. “I have every goddamn right. You
represent the United States Navy, my office, and you’re dressed like a fucking
harlot.”


Her arms jumped from
her sides. “Would you prefer a maxi and a turtleneck, you hypocrite?” she
yelled, standing her ground.


“Okay, this is getting
out of control,” Mace said, trying to step between them.


With a sweep of his
arm, he held Mace back. Frustration opened the doors wide to jealousy. He
wanted her, but couldn’t have her. Soon, someone would take her from him. “It’s
no bloody wonder no one’s married you if you want to act like a harlot.” Anger
fired the wrong words from his mouth. The worst words. “Do you take private
appointments after swinging your tail on stage?”


Her hand shot out,
slapping his face.


“How dare you judge
me.” She choked on her words, realizing it wasn’t only the team staring but the
entire line. “How dare you embarrass me like this.” Raw emotion strangled her voice.


His face stung like a
bastard, but it didn’t affect him nearly as much as seeing tears fill her eyes.
“Kayla?” Her anger morphed into pure agony. There was so much pain he couldn’t
believe it. Why did he say that? Confusion
between Kayla as part of the team and Kayla the woman muddled his mind. “You’re
a goddamn embarrassment.”


Anguish twisted her
features and she struggled to gain control. When she couldn’t, she bowed her
head, pushing through the squad.


“Kayla—” Mace stiffened
turning on him. “Commander—what the fuck are you doing?”


“Shut it, Mace,” he
ordered sharply, reaching for the sting in his cheek and turning his gaze on
Cobbs. “This is what happens when you let a woman into the mix.”


Cobbs cocked his head
and slowly lifted a brow at him. “What you mean is, this is how bad it hurts
seeing the woman you love being wanted by other men. Instead of telling her how
much she means to you, you take your frustration out on her.” Cobbs took a
threatening step toward him, the others following. “Did you listen to a word Fox
said? Do you ever listen to anyone, you stupid bastard? In her weakest moment,
when she’s obviously hurting, you cut her down and watched her fall.” Cobbs
toured his silver eyes across the squads’ faces and then glared at him with
disgust. “If you wanted to lose her for good, you’ve done an exemplary job,
Thane.”


He swallowed thickly,
hearing every word his old friend said, every word the truth.



 

* * * *



 

Kayla closed the door
to her condo and flung her purse on the counter. Yanking off  her heels, they clacked against the wall,
leaving a scuffmark. Adrenaline and sorrow pumped through her veins. She threw
open the patio door, and the evening wind strode in to greet her, but she
shunned the tepid warmth.


Sitting down, she
cradled her forehead in the heels of her hands. Once a year, she let herself
feel it all—grief, loneliness, as the past welled in her heart, tears exploded
from her. It was the one gift she allowed herself at this time of year to purge
her heart. The ghost of Christmases past dragged her memories to the forefront
and wrapped cold chains around her. By Christmas the abyss was full, and the
emptiness crept over the edges, bitter and fathomless. The anguish wanted its
freedom. She let a sob loose with no hope of holding it back.


Strong arms wrapped
around her, and she thrashed to escape, blinded by the past, terror ripping a
cry from her.


“Easy,” Thane breathed
into her ear.


She tore herself from
his grip, wiping the tears away at the same time backing up against the glass
doors. “Get out of my house.”


“Kayla, I’m sorry.” His
expression twisted with confusion.


“Leave.”


“No,” he said, shaking
his head once. “Tell me what’s wrong.”


She whirled around and
marched through her living room to the kitchen, Thane close behind. Throwing
open the cabinet, she reached for a bottle. The shackles of regret couldn’t be
vanquished, but alcohol would slow them down.


Placing his hands on
the kitchen counter separating them, he said, “That isn’t going to solve
anything. I know, I’ve been there many times.”


“Use the front door,
Commander.” Having to listen to his judgmental ravings wouldn’t help. She’d
judged, condemned and sentenced herself a long time ago. Solitary confinement
kept her sane and alone. Choking back another sob, she pushed to her tiptoes to
grab the bottle.


“Kayla,” he barked at
her. “Don’t ignore me. I asked you a question. I want a goddamn answer.”


Anger swelled in her
and she yanked the bottle from the cupboard. She didn’t mean for it to land so
hard. The bottle shattered on impact and liquid splashed onto her feet and
across her dress.


“Hold still,” he
commanded. Stepping across the glass, he picked her up in his arms, turned and
headed down the hallway.


“Get out.” Fighting to
free herself, panic welled up. This was the Commander, he wouldn’t hurt her,
but her memories grasped at dark images, his grip like iron manacles. He bumped
the door to her bedroom open, and laid her on the bed.


“Look at me.” He sat
down beside her, keeping her pinned. “Kayla, you’re scaring the shit out of me.
Stop this—right now.”


Her eyes rose to meet
his, but only because he commanded it.


“You’ve taken
everyone’s shifts, working straight through Christmas. You’re not going back to
BC because there’s no one there to go to, is there?” His gaze softened.
“Sweetheart, you’re not alone.”


Her entire soul caved
in, crumpling with the words. Hearing them out loud shattered her. Drawing her
to his chest, he rocked her in his arms as her entire body shook with huge
sobs. The Commander held her, waiting patiently for her to calm down.


With gentle force he
raised her chin. “I’m sorry,” his brow furrowed deeply. “I didn’t mean what I
said. Not a word.”


“Go home, Commander.”


“You’re pushing
everyone away.”


She twisted in his arms
and curled into a tight ball, clutching the pillow. She’d done it ever since
she was a child, her only protection against the bad things. The soft flannel squeezed
tight between her fingers.


“There’s no excuse for
what I said, but there was a bar full of men who wanted you. It set me off. I—”


Focusing on the wall,
she said, “Commander, go home. Spend time with the people who are important to
you.” Numbness enveloped her. The blissful protection created a barrier against
all the memories that refused to let go. Closing her eyes, she breathed with a
little relief. For most of the year, she existed like everyone else, going
about her life, but when Christmas descended, the memories always came back
with brutal force. The nightmares wormed into her heart with poisoness truth.
With a gentle prod, she pushed his hand resting on her hip away. “Go.”


He rose to tower over
the bed. “Kayla, you said Christmas was about being with people who care the
most. People do care about you, Mace, Red, the entire team. You’re part of us,
and we never leave a team member behind.”


She could hear the
worry and confusion in his voice. “Commander, leave this harlot in an unmarked
grave.”


“You’re lashing out to
protect yourself, but you’re hurting all of us. If you don’t think the light in
my life doesn’t affect me when she’s struggling with her demons, and she
doesn’t trust me enough to share them with me, you’re wrong.”


The numbness gave her
back control and she turned, draping her legs over the edge of the bed. “I’m
nobody’s light.”


Thane sat in the chair
across from her. Leaning over, he rested his forearms on his powerful thighs,
and bowing his head, he said, “You’re the beacon that brings me home. Did you
know that?”


Clutching the edge of
the mattress stopped her from falling to her knees in front of him. Her
weakness craved to rest her head in his lap, seek out his strength. “No, Commander,
there’s only darkness inside of me.”


“Why won’t you trust
me, like you trust Fox and that idiot Lapierre?”


She shook her head.
Tears slid down her cheeks and she hated letting the Commander see her vulnerability.
Working with men, it was the last thing they wanted to see. “I’m sorry I
embarrassed you, that wasn’t my intent, sir.” She took a stuttering breath and
gathered the little bravery she could muster, then looked up into his handsome
features. Knowing how much of a failure she must be in his eyes, crippled her almost
as much as her nightmares. She’d let him down. “It won’t happen again,
Commander.”


With one stride, he
knelt in front of her, curling his hand over hers. “Kayla, what’s making you do
this? Fox won’t tell me. Red threatened me not to push you, but I can’t stand
by and watch this. If anything, I’ll suffer with you, just tell me what’s going
on.”


Explaining her past
would put everything in jeopardy. He’d never look at her the same way again if
he knew. She hid her dark side all the time. It had taken years to heal
herself, but she’d done it. Becoming too close to the team was a mistake she’d
rectify soon.


They stared at each
other in a silent standoff. Her gaze swept over every handsome, rugged inch of
his face, putting each piece into her memory. He was the man every other man aspired
to be, and he was her strength too.


Thane lifted a curl
from her cheek and brushed her bangs from her eyes. “Sometimes I think I can
read your mind.” His brows quirked as if considering a thought then dismissing
it at the same time. “Right now, I think you’re considering things I don’t want
you to consider. Before you make any decisions you need to know something.”


If she didn’t
interrupt, he’d have his say and leave. He always left her, and this time it
couldn’t be soon enough.


“Since the day you came
into my life I’ve had one wish. Somewhere, on some other plane, you and I
aren’t the Ghost and Snow White. When we looked into each other’s eyes we knew we’d
walk through life together, having all the things others take for granted,
peace, living a life ignorant of all the shades of evil in this world. It’s a
place where I never have to leave you.” The Commander’s jaw hardened and his
forehead lined with worry. His normally strong voice broke with emotion. “Every
day I wish that. You have nothing to be sorry for. I’m the one filled with
regret. I’ve kept my distance from you because if I don’t…”


He squeezed her hands
between his and kissed the top of her knuckles. Her heart imploded on itself,
and filled with bittersweet warmth as tears cascaded down her cheeks unbidden.
“That’s what dreams are for, Commander, for all our foolish desires that will
never be.”


“I recognize the
haunted look in a man’s eyes. A man who’s seen too much and has reached his
end. What I don’t understand is seeing it in yours. Talk to me, Kayla.”


Buried in her past but
never forgotten, she waged war against the battle she’d survived. “Sometimes,
there’s no way to find the light, Commander. I don’t need rescuing.” A sob
choked off her words.


Thane rested his
forehead against hers and closed his eyes. “Don’t give up on me, Snow White. I
believe in you, every beautiful, brave, honorable bit of you.” He kissed her
sweetly, his lips sweeping the tears from her cheeks. “It’s not fear of losing
our lives that keeps a SEAL breathing. The compass that points toward home
gives him a reason and a direction. You’re mine. There is no way in this world
I will leave you in the darkness.” He kissed her again. “No matter how dark it
gets, Kayla, I will always find you.”

















 


 


 

Chapter Twenty



 

“Merry Christmas,
Kayla,” Jake greeted, dropping his pack on the ground by the console ready to
take over the evening shift.


God, she was sick of
hearing that. She just had to make it through a few more days and people would
put the merry music, being nice to each other, and the fake warm fuzzy feelings
away. There wasn’t a damn thing merry about Christmas, but like every year, she
went through the motions. “Hey, Jake. There’s nothing pressing, except for the
recon ops from Kabul.”


“Yeah, it gets pretty
quiet around here at Christmas. Too bad it couldn’t be like this every day. We
might be out of a job if the world finally decided to shake hands.”


“There’s a thought.”


Jake flicked a couple
more lights on and swiveled the chair to sit down. “Kayla, I know it was a lot
to ask, but thanks for working half the day shift for me tomorrow. Beck has a
big family meal…”


“No problem. I’ll work
the whole thing for you.”


Jake’s green eyes
rounded. “You would? Kayla, whoa I owe you one.”


“No, you don’t. I’m
working for John tomorrow night anyway. There’s no point in leaving,” she said,
leaning over to retrieve her bag. “Do you have plans tonight? I could pull a
double.”


He tilted his head, his
eyes tracing a path across her face. “Kayla, are you okay?”


“Of course. Do you want
me to work for you tonight? I can cancel my dinner plans.”


“No,” he said, reaching
out and squeezing her arm. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


“Yeah, yeah, Merry
Christmas,” she said, plastering a smile on her lips.



 

* * * *



 

The base was deathly
quiet as she walked toward the gate. After the big Santa fest at lunch
yesterday, most people bailed to get home and do their last minute
preparations. It had rained all afternoon, leaving a moist curtain in the air,
but she left her jacket off, preferring the chill. It didn’t penetrate her
skin, likely afraid of the iciness of her heart. Maybe she should just stay
home tonight instead of…a sound behind her drew her attention.


The December afternoon
made it dark by five o’clock. Grinding a heel, she turned, the cold in her
heart changing to an angry challenge. “Come on, you bastard, I hope it’s you,”
she whispered, gazing around.


The sound of metal
gliding across metal stilled her, sending an icy tremor up her spine. She
swallowed hard, and her heart began to pound. Her gaze darted across the
garbage containers lining one side of the alley. A slow slice of steel against
metal reached out to her maliciously—a warning. “What are you waiting for?” Raindrops
sprinkled down on her skin, and within seconds it became a downpour. The drops
struck her face and splashed against her lashes. “I’m right here. Do it!” Her
blood pumped hard in her veins. Anger, loss, hopelessness. This was her end.
Ten years to the day, the irony of it wasn’t missed. She took a step toward the
alley. “Now, do it now!” she screamed into the dark.


The weight of regret
churned thick in the back of her throat. “I’ve been waiting for you.” She dropped
her bags and took another step toward the sound. “Take it, take my life.” She
narrowed her eyes against the pelting rain.


“Kayla!”


She turned as Mace and
Tony ran to her side.


“Who are you yelling
at?” Mace asked, scanning the darkness while Tony began walking deeper into the
alley.


“Stop, Tony,” she
blurted and vaulted forward, grabbing his arm.


“What the hell’s going
on, Kayla? Is someone there?” Mace asked, stepping in front of her.


She followed them as
they walked toward the bins. Both Mace and Tony’s body language went taut.
Stopping at the closest bin, she surveyed it. Cuts—deep ones. Something very
sharp had done this.


Tony touched her
shoulder. “What are you looking at, Kayla?”


“Nothing.”


Mace joined them and
they both looked where she had. Mace’s finger followed the neat line slit through
the metal. His next movement reminded her of an eagle, his head pivoting, his
eyes looking sharply at their surroundings and then back at her.


“Don’t tell him, Mace.
I can handle this myself.” Tony pulled his phone from his pocket. “Tinman,
stop. Both of you, just stop.”


Mace gripped her
shoulders and nearly put his nose to hers. “I don’t know what’s going on with
you. Our Master Chief is talking in riddles. The Commander’s going mental. And
you’ve been doing your damndest to push us all away.”


She darted a look at
Tony and he wore the same severe expression. “I don’t want you wasting time
protecting me. The Commander’s overreacting.”


“This is not an
overreaction,” Mace said gruffly, pointing at the bin. “This is the Shark,
Kayla. He’s targeted you, and the only reason he hasn’t got you yet is because
of the Commander.”


“Then tell him to stop.
It’s Christmas Eve. You both need to be somewhere.” She pulled away from Mace.
“Don’t you dare tell him about this.”


Mace shook his head
sharply. “The Commander is not going to stop protecting you. He can’t.”


She retrieved her bags
from the ground, shaking the rain from them. “Why not? It’s simple.”


“I think you know why,
Snow White.” He gave her a thoughtful stare. “It’s simple.”



 

* * * *



 

If the Mess hall
sounded loud, it didn’t hold a candle to Red’s place on Christmas Eve. With six
grown children, a squad of in-laws, and a number of grandchildren too high to
count, the loud ruckus was deafening.


“Thane!” a woman
shouted excitedly when he came through the door, and hooked his coat on the
wall rack. Marie flew into his arms before he had a chance to step into the
room and gave him a big hug.


“Merry Christmas,
Marie.” Red’s youngest daughter was twenty-eight and a real looker. He’d known
her since she’d worn pigtails and had a mouthful of braces. Being the youngest,
she’d been indulged her whole life, but she’d turned into a determined —
some might say pushy—woman. She mastered in political science, and was now making
her mark in the state political arena. If they could only see her with the reindeer
headband sprouting antlers on top of her deep brown locks like the audacious
kid she once was, they’d laugh.


Marie beamed at him.
“Thane, you’re going to love your present this year.”


One of her missions in
life was to hook him up with one of her friends. Every year he had a couple
nights enjoyment with the woman she brought to the Christmas Eve dinner, and
Marie knew how to pick ’em.


“I brought a friend,”
she said winking at him. “Her name’s Doreen. She’s a veterinarian. She has her
own practice and she’s very independent.”


He gave her a quick
kiss on the cheek and shook his head. Normally he’d be interested to see what
Marie offered, but not this year. His mind reeled with only one woman. Marie
grabbed his hand and dragged him into the melee.


Handshakes and hugs
went around as Red’s family descended on him. Tomorrow he’d spend Christmas
with his sister. His parents were coming out this year as well, but it was a
lot quieter than this Christmas storm. Marie dragged him through the living
room and stopped beside a very beautiful woman. Somewhere in her thirties, the
woman radiated a serene beauty. Deep brown waves of hair cascaded around her
shoulders and she clasped her hands in front of her demurely.


“Thane Austen, I’d like
you to meet Doreen Rochester,” Marie said with a bewitching smile.


He nodded and accepted
Doreen’s lithe hand. “Doreen, it’s nice to meet you.”


“I’ll leave you two to
get acquainted,” Marie said, giving him another wink before leaving.


Doreen’s eyes washed
across his features and a warm smile touched her lips. She was beautiful, but
she wasn’t…


“When’s dinner on,
sweetheart?” Red called out to Lydia as she broke from the kitchen with oven
mitts clutching a large white serving bowl.


“A few more minutes,”
Lydia responded, setting the bowl on the table.


Guiding Doreen to a
couch, they seated themselves amongst Red’s family.


“This is quite the show.”
Doreen offered an enchanting and interested smile.


“It’s like this every
year, but it’s getting noisier,” he said with humor. It had been a helluva long
time since he’d had sex. How many times had he stared at the pages of women’s
numbers in his phone list who could ease his carnal cravings? He’d sworn to
push Kayla from his soul and follow through. He’d tried taking some out, and
politely dropped them off at the end of the evening, feeling cold when the heat
in their eyes began to flame. Doreen was obviously interested, and she was
beautiful.


Doreen pulled his
attention back to the now. “I thought the back of my office was noisy, but this
tops it by miles,” she joked.


A warm sparkle in her
eyes touched him. Nice gal, he thought to himself. “Marie said you have a
veterinary practice.”


She nodded. “I do. I
take care of the usual, cats, dogs, a pot-bellied pig from time to time, but I
also specialize in exotic animals.”


“Really?” Was he
interested? He couldn’t get a grip of his own feelings any more. He shouldn’t
have left Kayla alone last night. He should have stayed with her, whether she
wanted him there or not. Today he’d gone into the office, even though he didn’t
have to. Kayla had brought him four briefings throughout the day, but she
wouldn’t look him in the eyes. She’d simply waited for his orders and then left
his office.


“You’d be surprised at
how many people want to have a tiger or a snake, and then when things get out
of hand, that’s usually when the animal gets hurt or is tossed aside.” She
cocked her head at him. “You’re a Commander at the Amphibious Base, is that
right?”


“That’s right.”


“There she is,” Lydia
called out, darting a quick glance his way.


A red silk dress
slipped around the curves of Kayla’s body, and a pearl necklace lay against her
delicate collarbone. Massive, soft curls cascaded to her chest. She was an
absolute vision.


“Do you know her?’
Doreen asked, trying to retrieve his attention.


He shot a look at Red,
who pursed his lips trying to repress a grin, and a wicked glint in his eyes
told Thane he’d known Lydia had persuaded Kayla to come. “Ah, yes, she…she’s
one of our newest additions to the Command center.”


“What an amazingly
beautiful woman,” Doreen said without discourse, but watching him closely at
the same time.


“Okay, okay it’s time,”
Marie hollered to the crowd, placing another serving bowl on the table.


Lydia cleared a path,
introducing Kayla to everyone, ending at his doorstep.


Kayla nodded briskly
and extended her hand to Doreen. “Hi, I’m Kayla.”


“Hi Kayla, I’m Doreen.
It’s nice to meet you. I see you’ve been adopted, too.”


Kayla smiled, but not
one ounce of warmth sat in her eyes. She looked tormented to him.


“I suppose. Lydia and
Captain Redding were kind enough to invite me.” Her gaze swept across the room,
and a little warmth seeped into her expression when Red pushed himself from his
big old leather chair and walked up to them.


“Kayla I’m glad you
came.” Red gave her a warm hug. “You look lovely. Why don’t we find you a seat—”


Marie stepped into the
circle with razor-sharp awareness. She panned a mildly annoyed look at Kayla.
“Hi, I’m Marie, daughter number six.”


Kayla shook her hand.
“Thank you for letting me join your family tonight.”


“Where’s yours?” Marie
said a little too sharply.


Kayla shook her head
once. “I don’t have…they’re not here.”


Marie surveyed her
coolly. “Well, I guess you know the Commander, but you haven’t met Doreen.”


She introduced Doreen
as if they were a couple, but Kayla’s expression didn’t give a twitch of
acknowledgement.


Marie placed her hands
on her hips. “Thane, Doreen, I’ve put you two down near dad, and Kayla there
should be an empty seat at that end,” she said, motioning carelessly with her
finger.


“Thank you,” Kayla
murmured.


Kayla was so damn tense
he could taste it. To everyone else she probably appeared reserved and relaxed,
but he knew different. Doreen’s arm slid through his. He uncoiled her from him
and laid a hand on her back to lead the way.


Dinner conversations
rolled over each other and mingled with bursts of laughter. Kayla sat at the
end of the table circled by grandchildren, and she helped them cut their meat
and cleared up their spills. Her eyes didn’t venture to his once. When everyone
was full and happy, she jumped up immediately to help Lydia clear the dishes.


“Are you finished,
Commander?” Kayla asked before reaching for his plate.


His body tensed as her
hip brushed his arm. He swallowed thickly and picked up his plate. “Thanks,
Kayla.” As she worked her way around the table, his eyes followed, and when she
disappeared behind the door to the kitchen, he simply stared at the door. Sadness
bit him hard, Kayla had isolated herself with her sorrow and loneliness. The
haunted gaze he’d remembered seeing when he’d first looked into her eyes was
all that was left there now.



 

* * * *



 

Kayla scraped the
leftovers into the garbage and loaded the dishwasher. Captain Redding’s daughters
brought the dishes in but returned to the table, seeing galley duty was in
hand.


“Kayla, are you feeling
all right?” Lydia asked gently, touching her shoulder.


“Yes, Lydia.”
Straightening up, she looked into the features of a woman whose face had morphed
into a regal warmth with age. As a young woman, she had to have been an
absolute beauty. Lydia’s concern for her made Kayla’s chest squeeze tight. “I’m
fine.”


“Christmas can be a
hard time of year, can’t it?” Lydia said, but didn’t add more.


Tears torqued in her
eyes and she bent over to rearrange the plates in the dishwasher.


“You’re welcome to join
us tomorrow evening, Kayla. I would love it if you came. I’m sure you’re going
to put on ten pounds between tonight and tomorrow, but Christmas is off the radar
when counting calories.”


“I’m working Jake and
John’s shifts.” Shuffling the plates around to make more room in the
dishwasher, she squeezed a few more in. “I appreciate the invitation.”


Lydia’s smile edged
with understanding. “I’ve started the coffee, why don’t I wash and you dry?”


“This is family time,
Lydia. I’ll wash and dry, my thanks for a wonderful dinner. Go,” she ordered, shooing
her out of the kitchen. “I’ll bring the coffee out when it’s ready.”


Surrounded by pans
heaped on the kitchen counter, she stopped to stare out the window to a large
backyard. A swing set and toys cluttered the yard, reminders that children were
always present in this home. Bikes lay on their sides, waiting for little hands
to pick them up and leave a zigzag of trails through the grass. Pulled into the
past, she saw herself. There was little laughter, only confusion and fear. She
stretched her arms and gripped the edge of the counter, bowing her head while
the sink filled with water. The door opened behind her. “I’ll bring the coffee
when it’s done.”


Warm hands slid around
her waist and Thane’s chest fit to her back. He didn’t say anything, but his
chin came down to rest on her shoulder. Soothing lips gently ran a line across
her skin, but instead of feeling the heat, she felt—nothing.


“You look so beautiful
in that dress,” he murmured, sweeping her hair from her shoulders and kissing
the back of her neck.


“I’ll bring dessert in
soon,” she said, gazing out at the green lawn. Where was the snow? Christmas
meant snow even in BC, if they were lucky. She would walk in the neighborhood
where she lived, the snow crunching beneath her boots, peering at the families
in their front windows. Christmas trees glittered with lights and laughter
filtered through the homes, where several cars parked out front brought friends
and loved ones.


Every year she walked
like a spirit through her neighborhood, unseen, unconnected until after
midnight. Tired and numb enough, she’d go home and fall asleep, only to be
woken by her nightmares. This year was different. The temperature hadn’t dipped
below sixty-eight and palm trees instead of snow-covered bows lined the
streets. Although the malls piped jingle bells through the sound systems and
magnificent decorations hung from vaulted ceilings, it wasn’t the same.


“Sweetheart, don’t shut
me out,” Thane said, drawing his arm around her chest, pressing her against his
warmth.


She wiped a stray tear
away before he could see it. “I was just thinking about work, actually.”


“No, you weren’t.”


“Thane?” Doreen came
through the door and stopped.


Instead of drawing away
from her, he kept his arm wrapped protectively around her. “We’ll bring
everything out in a second,” he said.


Doreen cleared her
throat. “Sure,” and quickly backed out of the kitchen.


She grasped the taps
and Thane covered her hands with his, twisting them off. “I didn’t come with
her, Kayla. Marie tries to set me up every year.”


“I’m going to wash the
dishes. It looks like the coffee is good to go. Why don’t you take it out?” The
Commander leaned over and planted a kiss on the top of her head. “The cups are
over there.”



 

* * * *



 

She’d slipped out after
giving Lydia and Red a quick thank you. It was easy to do with all the
excitement from the children after the sugar high from desert and the promise
of Christmas morning only hours away. A knock on her door interrupted the
cadence of the waves against the rocks below her balcony. Blinking slowly up
into the night, she considered ignoring it. The second knock was more like a
battering ram.


With a big heave, she
forced herself up. The light from the hallway blinded her as she opened the
door, but she didn’t expect it to smash against the wall. Thane’s face was a
portrait of concerned lines. He reached for her and she stepped away, but he
followed her inside and closed the door.


“I’m going to keep
asking you until you tell me what’s going on. I can’t stand seeing you like
this.” He reached out to her, and again she backed up.


“I’m fine.”


“No, you’re not.”


“Haven’t we had this
conversation already? Why can’t you leave me alone? I need some time. What’s
the matter with you SEALs anyway?”


“Time for what? Has
someone done something, said something?” he asked, his temper gaining with his
exasperation. He swept her into his arms. “My beautiful mermaid. Why won’t you
talk to me? I’m here. I’ll listen.”


“I’m pretty sure you
have somewhere else to be,” she said, putting her concentration on the floor.


“I don’t want to be
anywhere else.”


His kiss was so gentle
it pierced the cold, and she melted against him. Pressing her closer, he
stroked her back.


“Phewww.” He breathed
out, backing away, his square jaw taut with determination. “I have a present
for you. It’s a little unorthodox, but you’re going to humor me.”


Her heart began to
somersault, trying to twist free of its strangled hold. “Yours is at work in
your desk drawer.”


A quick smile lifted
the corners of his mouth. “You weren’t going to give it to me?”


She’d chickened out at
the last minute, even knowing he might assume his admin assistant with her never-ending
hots for him might get the credit. “It’s not signed. I left it in your middle
drawer.”


He released her,
squared his shoulders, and extended his hand out to her. She took it but
instead of pulling her closer, he shook it gently. “Hello, Kayla.”


Her gaze darted to his,
not understanding.


“My name’s Thane
Austen. I work for the United States Navy, and you?”


Maybe he’d had too much
to drink?


“Where do you work?” he
asked again.


“I…” What the hell was
he doing? “I work for the Navy, too?” she said, her forehead rippling.


“Well, then, we have
something in common. It’s nice to meet you. In fact, I couldn’t resist coming
over here and introducing myself. I thought I’d throw fate to the wind and ask
if you would like to go on a date. I’m hoping like hell you don’t have a
boyfriend.”


Her mouth gaped. Role
playing? The Commander was pretending to be a regular guy, why?


“I know it’s crazy to
ask, being Christmas Eve, but would you like to take a walk with me? Maybe grab
a coffee down on the beach.”


He’d said the other
night he’d wished they were someone else, other than the Ghost and Snow White.
He needed to be with his family not playing games with her. “Thank you, but I
don’t date.”


“Neither do I. The
truth is I’m a heartless bastard. I seduce women, pleasure them and then throw
them out of my bed because I don’t want anyone getting the idea they’ll have a
future with me,” He paused. “That is, until I saw you.”


Holy
shit.


“What’s your excuse?”


Well, if they were role
playing. “I…”


His hands slipped down
her arms with a soft stroke. “You what?”


Okay, he had her. She stared
at him, speechless. When a mischievous grin cracked his lips, she pinned hers
closed.


“Huh, seems the lady
has none, which means she should get changed, and we’ll see what kind of
trouble we can get into.”


Despite her weariness,
a laugh escaped her, and a smile broke out on him brightening his crystal blue
eyes. Walking down the hallway to her bedroom, the Commander was close behind
as if worried she’d lock herself in her room, which did cross her mind. She stepped
toward the walk-in closet then stopped.


“Something wrong?” he
asked sensing her discord.


Quickly she scanned the
room.


“Kayla what’s wrong?”


The door to her walk-in
closet was open. She took an unsteady step toward it. She never left it open,
never.


Thane stopped her with
a firm hand.


She shook her head.
Maybe she’d left it open. Thinking straight these days wasn’t high on her
priority list. She walked toward it cautiously, on alert, stopping in the
doorway, she pulled it wide open and scanned the space.


He stepped in front of
her and hit the light switch. “Tell me what’s wrong, right now,” he demanded,
peering around, satisfied all looked as it should, turned to her.


“Nothing,” she said,
and grabbed an angora sweater from the hanger and a pair of jeans.


The polite thing would
have been to turn away, but he leaned against the doorway watching her, even
when she reached behind to unzip her dress. With a gentle swipe, his fingers
brushed hers aside and slowly—too slowly—he pulled the zipper down her back,
his touch trailing a sizzling line down her skin almost made her forget and she
whirled around, catching the dress before it slipped to her waist.


“I’ll wait in the
living room.” He brushed a long kiss across her shoulder before leaving.



 

* * * *



 

“What did you get me
for Christmas?” he asked, when she reappeared flipping a sweater across her
arm.


Always composed, the
man pulsed with sex appeal. He sat on her couch, his upper arm molded by taut
muscle draped across the top. The dark blue shirt with an open collar made his
eyes stand out even lighter than they normally did. “It’s nothing.”


He sat forward. “What
is it?”


“Cufflinks. Like I
said, it’s nothing.” Thane pulled her between his legs, grasping her hips.


“It’s perfect, now it’s
my turn.” Looking up at her, he palmed her cheek. “For one night we’re not the Ghost
and Snow White, only Kayla and Thane. I’m going to lie to you about what I do
for a living when you ask me, because that’s what we do, until we really know a
girl. I want to hold your hand, and worry about our first kiss.”


Feeling the heat of a
blush, she looked away, twisting the sweater between her fingers. “We’ve
already kissed, Commander.”


“No, Kayla, you must be
mistaken. I sure thought about it the first second I saw you which was only a few
hours ago.”


“Commander…this is
crazy.”


“No,” he said, brushing
his lips against hers and drawing her against his vast chest as he stood up.
“The only thing that’s crazy is how much seeing you in pain hurts me.” His eyes
darted back and forth reading hers. “I need this as much,”—He paused gathering
his thoughts— “maybe more than you.” He gave her another quick kiss. “Our pasts
don’t exist, we start new, tonight.”


He hauled her behind
him, even though she tried to drag her feet. She was bone tired, and this SEAL
was taking her emotions on a roller coaster ride.

















 


 


 

Chapter Twenty-One



 

With their toes buried
in the cool sand and coffees clutched in their fingers, they stared out at the
lights shining from the opposite shore. San Diego twinkled as it always did
across the inky darkness blanketing the sea. “Where did you go to school,
Comm…Thane?”


He grinned at her. “La
Jolla.” He shot back with his own question. “Who was the first boy you kissed?”


She shuddered, and then
told him a lie. “Fifth grade, I think his name was Scott or Brett or …I can’t
remember.” His arm wrapped around her shoulder and pulled her into the crook of
his body thinking she was cold. “Were you a jock or a bad boy?”


“Definitely both. Drove
my mom nuts, got my brother into trouble all the time, and I became pretty
proficient at aggravating my sisters.”


“And when did you join
the SEA…Navy?” she corrected.


“When I was seventeen.
It was either that or my dad was going to kick my ass. I’m sure this will be
shocking, but I had a bit of a mouth on me.”


There’s
a surprise—not. She tipped her head, admiring his
perfect warrior’s profile. His sharp eyes turned toward her, and as always her
stomach knotted. “Are you sure you’re not one of those hot, sexy Navy SEALs we
hear about? You know, those macho men of honor who resist fear and think two
steps ahead of everyone else? Save the world kinda guys?”


“Nope, just regular Navy,
ma’am.”


“Maybe you should think
about it. You’d probably be good at it.”


He laughed. “Yeah, ya
think so?”


They were alone. The small
ferry landing she lived near was quiet instead of bustling for a change. “I do,
you’ve got sexy down pat,” she confessed, swirling figure eights in the sand
with her finger.


“Do I, now?”


She didn’t even have to
look at him to know his gaze was on her. It was kind of weird. When she did
look up, the smile drifted from his lips.


“As long as you think
so, I’m good with that.”


A predatory look
mustered in his eyes and it set her off balance. “You’re not going to kiss me,
are you?”


“I want more than that,
but I don’t think you’re the kind of girl to let a guy get too many bases on a
first date.”


“Apparently, I’m a
slut.”


He groaned and covered
his face with his hands. “I don’t have much practice at being jealous. None
actually.” Giving her a lopsided grin, he recognized he’d been appropriately
chastised. “Then again, the thought of you being a slut is kind of hot, as long
as it’s with me,” he said, and dipped his head to meet her lips, but instead of
kissing her, his tongue licked a sensual trail, following the curve of her mouth.
It was the hottest thing anyone had done to her and the air hitched in her
throat.


Pulling the coffee from
her fingers and tossing it, he curled her into his strength and laid her back
onto the sand. His powerful chest weighed against hers, but he didn’t crush
her. The Commander always controlled his surroundings and his force, especially
with her. His tongue probed the corner of her mouth, drawing her lips open to
his tactile command.


Their tongues danced a
sensual waltz. Passion and heat made her want things she knew he couldn’t give.
She needed to stop this, but his kisses warmed her from the inside as the
coolness of the sand seeped into her from the outside. With the first tremble,
he had her in his lap, straddling him. His strong hands buried themselves in
her hair, tugging gently. Finding the pulse in her neck, he bit her, and grazed
his teeth across her skin. Instantly, her nipples hardened against his chest.


“God, I’ve wanted to do
that forever.” He sighed pulling away. “Come on,” he said, lifting both of them
from a sitting position.


The muscles it took to
do that blew her mind. “Jesus,” she scoffed.


“What?”


“I can barely go from
my knees to standing without a grunt. You just picked us both up.” He placed
his hands on his hips and grinned down at her. “If I don’t keep in shape, I
can’t keep up with my younger men. Besides, I carry gear heavier than you. If I
couldn’t do that it wouldn’t be very good, now would it?”


She eyed him. “I
thought you said you were just a regular Joe.”


He coughed. “Well,
yeah, I am, but you know how young guys are. They’re all cocky and overly sure
of themselves.”


“I might know a guy
like that,” she said, narrowing her eyes at him.


“Hey, if you want to
get in shape just say the word, missy. I’ll chase your ass from one end of this
beach to the other.”


“It’s too late for
that.”


His strong hand circled
her arm as she turned away from him. “I’m starting to realize it’s never too
late.”


Her mind began brushing
strokes of hope with her emotions. “I should go. Thank you for my one and only
date this year. It was nice to meet you—Thane.” A large boulder tumbled away
from the entrance of her heart, and the darkness waited, expecting her to
enter. There was no escaping it. “Merry Christmas, Commander.” Giving a quick
rub to get the sand off her pants, she turned toward the walkway.


“Hey.” Wrapping his
arms tightly around her, he whispered in her ear. “We’ll take it slow.” He slid
his hands down to her ass, curling his fingers around each cheek.


“Mr. Austen, that’s very
presumptuous of you.”


“Isn’t it,” he said
grinning. “After Christmas, you start training.”


She could already
imagine the agony. “If the Shark keeps hunting I don’t think I’ll be starting
anything.”


Thane’s expression
hardened instantly. “What was wrong back at your condo?”


She swallowed hard.
This man had skills that could pass for ESP.


“Kayla, you better
start talking to me and fast.” He squeezed her tighter.


She deliberated telling
him the truth. He’d overreact. “I think someone was in my condo. I always shut
the door to my walk-in.”


The Ghost actually
paled. “Is anything missing?”


“I don’t think so.”


“Move in with me.”


The words made her
stagger backwards. “What?”


“I…” His chest rose
taking a deep breath. “I want you close, so I can keep an eye on you, and the
only thing that makes sense is if you move in with me.”


A nervous laugh jumped
from her throat. “Commander, I can’t live with you.”


“Yes, you can, and my
name is Thane.”


Her feet sunk into the
soft sand, taking an unsteady step back. “No, I can’t, and I’m not going to
argue about it.”


“Why not?”


“Why do you think?” So
much for not arguing.


“I have three other
bedrooms,” he reasoned quickly. He cleared his throat. “Just until the Shark is
found.”


“No way.”


“Then I’ll live with
you.”


She sputtered. The
thought of them staying under the same roof was ludicrous. “Yeah, there’s a
plan. Can’t wait until you ask me what time I’ll be home so you can have your
date out of my place before I get there,” she said bitterly. “Or worse yet,
come home and see you tangled up with her on my couch.”


“Women!” he laughed. “I
haven’t been with a woman in months.” He paused, gazing at her, a grin etching
itself on his lips.


Crossing her arms, she
waited for his next move. They were sparring for position, again. Admitting she
didn’t want to see him with another woman inferred she was jealous. Which of
course she was not. “Sure, and I’m the Maharaja and Libby is a virgin.”


“What did you get me
for my birthday?”


“What?” What the hell
was he up to? “I don’t even know when your birthday is.”


“January tenth, and
you’re going to let me live with you for my birthday present.”


Words rear-ended each
other in her throat like a highway crash. “Commander, be reasonable.” His hand
swooped behind her neck and his gaze hardened so fast it scared her.


“Kayla, you’re either
living with me or I’m living with you. If the Shark was in your place, he can
do it again. We can dance around this all fuckin’ night if you want, but I’m
not taking chances when it comes to you.”


The intensity of his
gaze stilled her. “Why?”


Stuffing his hands in
his jean pockets, he stared at the ground. He reminded her of a nervous boy all
of a sudden. Caught in the act and not wanting to fess up.


“Maybe I should just
leave.”


‘No,” bolted from his
mouth.


“If I’m not here, I’m
not a target am I? I have lots of leave built up. I could go on a vacation.”


“Then I’ll come with
you.”


Her jaw dropped in
surprise. “Are you crazy?”


He brushed her cheek
with a tender sweep. “The fact that you’re jealous with the thought I’d bring someone
to your place is—interesting.” His jaw tightened with a knowing grin.


God, he was such an
observant bastard. “I’m not jealous.”


“Really?” He drew her
wrist up as he pressed his thumb a little harder against her pulse to bring her
attention to it. “You’re lying.”


Son
of a bitch.



 

* * * *



 

Spending four
uninterrupted weeks with Kayla in some place hot and exotic, a place that
didn’t need clothes, ingrained itself like a bullet in his chest. The look in
her eyes gave him hope for a millisecond until she shook her head.


“You can’t go on
holiday, they need you here.”


“They always need me,
Kayla. Red will pull up the slack. He might have the position of Captain of the
Port, but you’ve probably figured out a SEAL never really retires from being a
SEAL. He’s involved as much today as he always was, for the exception of going
into the field.”


“I’m safer at work
anyway.”


That was true, but not
as safe as she’d be in his arms, laying in the hot sand, and him making love to
her.


“I’m not living with
you and we’re definitely not vacationing together. Forget it, Commander
Austen.”


“Can’t,” he said
lifting his eyes to hers. “Spend tomorrow with me and my family,” He paused— “I
want you to come home with me. God, you and my sisters will get along like evil
peas in a pod.”


A laugh creased her
cheeks, but she shook her head. “I’m working.”


Was this how their
lives would always be, firing arguments back and forth? The only problem was it
was so damn sexy. “Last time I looked, I was in charge. You’re not.”


“Every time you’re
backed into a corner you pull rank,” she said, slapping her hands on her hips.


Crossing his arms, he
said, “It’s the last line of defense I have with such a stubborn woman to deal
with.”


“I’m not bloody
stubborn, I just can’t live with you.”


“Give me a reason why
not?” Goddamnit, just admit you feel
something for me. This woman had more power than the sea, the way she’d
swept into his life and sent his senses scattering to the four winds. His world
had turned into veils of evil, not so evil and waiting for evil, but somehow
she laid them all to rest. He’d move heaven and earth for this woman. He’d
spilled his guts last night, telling her what she meant to him, but she didn’t
give an inch.


Kayla took an unsteady
step backward, putting distance between them. “I won’t be victimized. I didn’t
do it before. I won’t do it now. If the Shark wants me, he can come and get
me.”


In his spiraling frustration,
he’d almost missed it. His pulse heightened. Careful, Thane. Something had just slipped out and it was important.
He watched realization spark in her eyes, and then something else sparked—fear,
the darkest kind.


“I’ve got to go.” She
turned sharply.


A gust of cool wind
blew past them, turning the tide of light bantering between them and bringing a
horrible foreboding. A piece of the puzzle fell into place with a sickening
snap. Had someone tried to kill her before? Is this what Lapierre had alluded
to? He’d bet his life it happened at or near Christmas.


“Stop,” he commanded.
She did, but her back remained to him. He could feel the ice cracking under
both of them. “When?”


Only the sea answered.
He waited, holding his breath.


For a split second her
body wavered, then she collapsed to her knees. He threw himself down in front
of her. Clutching her hands together as if she were praying, her eyes were open
but not seeing. “Please, Daniel, not again. Please.”


Who
the hell was Daniel? For the first time in his life, he
didn’t know what to do. Kayla began to rock back and forth, her entire body
shaking. Fox was right. This was something wicked. He’d led her to the middle
of a rope bridge, and one side was beginning to unravel. He’d seen the symptoms
of Post Traumatic Stress before.


Diversion.


How?


He fought his battles
with physical strength, mental fortitude, endurance and weapons. He couldn’t
use any of those. He could command, because he’d done it for so long, but this
called for his weakest skills, empathy and words.


“Kayla, listen to me.
The past can’t touch you. It has to come through me, and I won’t allow it. This
is our first Christmas—ours together.” She fell forward, and he watched her
claw her fingers into the sand. God help him, he’d pushed the wrong button. Think. “Whatever it is, you will never
go through it again, because I will always protect you.” Her breathing came in
short little gasps, and she shook all over. “Kayla, can you hear me?”


Nothing. He wanted to
fold her in his arms, but he knew from his training he shouldn’t.


“Kayla, you’re
experiencing a physical response to a memory. I’m here and you’re here with me.
You’re safe. Just take deep breaths, sweetheart.” This was emotional trauma, a
panic attack, a bad one. She was battling with her past. There was no way of
knowing which side was winning. Movement behind him put him on alert.


“Is everything all right
down there?” came a stern voice and a beam of a flashlight settled on them.


Jesus not now. “We’re
fine,” he called back. “Stay there.”


“What’s the matter with
her?” came a gruff response as the cop stepped off the sidewalk toward them.


“I said stay where you
are. I’m Commander Thane Austen from the Amphibious Base.”


Of course the fuckin’
cop didn’t listen. He stopped outside of striking distance, and crouched down.
“Is she on something?”


“No, she’s not on
something.” Kayla remained on all fours, shaking. He had to get rid of this
friggin’ cop. “Kayla, it’s alright. It’s the police.” He backed away, but
didn’t take his eyes off her, and the cop didn’t take his eyes off him. “I
think she’s having a Post Traumatic episode.”


The cop tilted his
head, surveying her. “Do I need to call an ambulance?”


“No, give her a second.”


“What happened to her?”


Shit.
“I’m not sure.”


The cop adjusted his
hat and breathed out heavily. “My brother’s a Marine. He went through a bad
bout of this after Desert Storm. It was pretty debilitating. Is she seeing
someone?”


“I don’t know.”


The cop turned accusing
eyes on him. “What do you know?” His radio squawked, and he turned it down.


Kayla’s head rose with
the sound of the radio. She still looked confused, but her eyes focused on the
cop for a moment and then turned a vacant stare toward the water.


“What’s her name?”


“Kayla Banks.”


“Middle name?”


“Katarina.” If he
hadn’t reviewed her file yesterday, he wouldn’t have known. How could he not
know her middle name? “She works at the base for me, but she’s Canadian.”


“I’ll call it in, and
see if we can get our next door neighbors to the north to give us information.”


He couldn’t help Kayla
unless he knew the whole story or at least part of it. Who was Daniel? She’d
never mentioned anyone by that name. The cop wandered back to the sidewalk as
Thane kept an eye on her. The gusts of wind lifted her hair, but she remained
motionless for minutes. At least she’d stopped shaking. This was his fault. Why
hadn’t he listened to Fox, to his men?


“Commander Austen.” The
cop motioned for him to join him. Each step took more effort than the next. He
stopped within six feet of the cop, his body bristling.


Before the cop opened
his mouth, Kayla’s voice ghosted through the air. “Don’t tell him.” Both he and
the cop watched Kayla stagger to her feet.


He didn’t know whether
he was angry or relieved.


“Ma’am, do you need
help?”


She shook her head, and
swept her hands through her hair looking shell-shocked. One second of
opportunity was all he had. “Who and how bad?” he said quietly, glaring at the
cop leaving no room for indecision.


The cop glanced over
Thane’s shoulder, and answered in a low voice, “Her husband, attempted murder.
Ten years ago—today.”


Husband?
Murder? Holy fuck.


















 


 


 

Chapter Twenty-Two



 

He’d felt plenty of
earthquakes living in California, but the revelation turned the ground to
liquid beneath his feet, and it wanted to swallow him up. His mind blanked, too
much information crashing together at the same time. They say knowing a little
can be far worse than knowing everything. Okay,
get it together, SEAL. Kayla appeared in front of him.


“I’ll take my leave.
Transfer me in the meantime. Keep your SEALs away from me.”


She made a stumbling
turn and ran. For a split second he thought about letting her go, but only for
a split second. He caught her in the middle of the lawn, snagging her around
the waist. “Hear me out.”


The small quakes in her
body shook his to the core. She stared vacantly at him.


“Listen.” He gently touched
her cheek so she’d focus on him. “I will never run away from you again, and you
will never run from me. What you experienced back there is your mind trying to
heal. There is nothing to be embarrassed about.” She blinked, but remained
silent. “We got over it. We—got—over—it. And we’re going to do it again and
again, until the demons are gone.”


She covered her face
and shook her head.


“Kayla Katarina Banks,
I want you safe. If it means being with me twenty-four seven, that’s what’s
going to happen. Besides that,” he grinned at her even though he felt weak,
unsure, “your present is at my place.”


Okay, an amateur’s
tactic at best, but what the hell could he do now that he’d stepped over the
line in the sand. Wrapping her in his arms and loving her for the next fifty
years came to mind with lightning speed, but what struck the deepest chord was
the distance he’d go to protect her.


Her eyes cleared and
focused on him. “You bought me a present? A real Christmas present?”


She sounded like a
little girl, as if unbelieving that someone would do that for her. “I picked it
up overseas. When I saw it, I thought of you.” His stomach twisted into a knot
watching a hopeless expression creep across her features.


Letting out a deep
breath, she said, “I appreciate what you’re trying to do. If you just let me
work through Christmas, I’ll be all right. I promise.”


“Kayla, let’s drive
over to my place, pick up a few things, and then I want to stop by the base and
get my present.” He paused reading her resistance. You’re slipping fast, SEAL, but when it came to Kayla the slope was
at a hundred and eighty degree angle. “Give me tonight and tomorrow. You and
me. Thane and Kayla.” He watched her take a nip from her bottom lip then gnaw
on it. Thank God in heaven—for once she was going to give in.


She’d acquiesced to
letting him stay with her. Expecting to be put in the guest room last night,
she’d surprised him when she’d plunked his bag on the floor at the end of her
bed, then left him to change. No words. No sultry look. No backward glance at
all.


A grin cracked his lips
when she’d walked out of the bathroom dressed in pure white flannel pajamas,
neck to toes covered, delivering her message loud and clear. It didn’t do a
damn thing to squash his desire, though. Kayla was the softest, warmest woman
he’d ever known, and sleeping with her in his arms on Christmas Eve was the
best present he’d had since he was seven.


At two in the morning,
she began to fuss in her sleep and it woke him. She moaned as if she was in
pain. Her words were unintelligible, but he could hear the distress in her
tone. Tears slid down her face, and she fought something back with her hands as
her breathing labored.


Sweeping her curves
with a gentle touch, he tried to calm her and kissed her cheek. “Sweetheart,
I’m right here. You’re safe.” Her fingers forked with his, and the tremble in
her hand eased. “Ms. Banks, you’ll never know how much tonight means to me.”
She didn’t wake, but she squeezed his hand. Although he couldn’t help the
raging hard-on pushing against her back as he cuddled her, he was more concerned
about his little mermaid. Her dreams weren’t peaceful they were tormented, and
now he knew why.


Before allowing himself
to drift off, he waited, gazing down at her until she fell into a deep sleep.
Christmas was about miracles, and she was his. “With every cell of my being I
love you, Snow White.” He whispered the words close to her ear, hoping somewhere
in her dreams she’d hear him.



 

* * * *



 

“That smells amazing,”
Thane said as Kayla sat a cup of coffee in front of him.


“It’s
a cinnamon apple soufflé.
It’s
my mom’s recipe.”


He lifted the coffee
cup to his lips, and his eyes glued themselves to her sweet, shapely ass as she
walked back into the kitchen. She’d woken him at oh-five-thirty hours to tell
him to report to the table, but his nose had already picked up the sweet
cinnamon and sugary scent in the air, and it smelled heavenly. How she’d
escaped his arms without him waking up this morning was another wonder. He
hadn’t slept that soundly in years.


Putting her Christmas
breakfast on his number one spot of friggin’ delicious, he pulled her onto his
lap when she tried to collect his plate. She certainly was a hard nut to crack,
but that’s exactly what he intended on doing. “Well little girl, tell Santa
what you want for Christmas?” he teased. Bringing the beautiful glint back in
her eyes, his prime objective.


She pushed her chin in
the air. “How about a very sexy, brawny SEAL sitting in my living room, with a
bare chest made of marble and totally honorable intentions?”


“I can give you three-quarters
of that.”


She swatted him and
placed his mug of coffee back in his hand. “Come on, Santa, time to open the
present which is no surprise at all.”


He followed her and
they sat cross-legged on the ground around the tiny tree erected in her living
room. A profound sadness still hovered about her, but she was trying her best
to hide it from him. “You don’t stand a chance keeping any secrets, especially
presents. I’m a good guesser,” he warned her.


“No, you’re a good
interrogator.”


He shook the small box
she passed to him. “Sorry, don’t know what you’re talking about, ma’am, but you
can try again next Christmas.” She darted her eyes away and the smile he’d
managed to pull from her dimmed. Ignoring a lick of dread, he placed her
present in her lap.


“Bigger than a bread
box,” she said. “Can I shake it?”


“Maybe a little,” he
said, pulling the ribbon from his gift. She truly did have the face of an
angel. The thought made Lapierre jump into his mind and he hated the guy for
coining it first. Okay, he hated the guy for other reasons, too. Kayla’s hands
drifted across the paper, feeling for clues with a childlike curiosity.


His fingers stripped
the foil wrapping from his gift, then popped open the box. White gold cufflinks
gleamed up from a blue velvet case. The links were embossed with the SEAL
trident and the insignia of a Commander below it. “I love them, Kayla.”


Her face brightened
with a smile. “You didn’t look at the back.”


His heart beat faster,
wondering what she’d had engraved on them. Turning them in his fingers at the
same time, the few words stilled his breathing, and his pulse followed suit. My hero was engraved on one, and on the
other My heart. Four little words had
never meant so much to him.


“You saved my life in
the desert.” Her eyes rose to his. “You protected it. I never thanked you for
that.” A tear escaped, and she swiped it away quickly. She shifted
uncomfortably, and blew out her breath as if the words were the hardest thing
she’d ever had to say.


He tore his gaze from
her and rose quickly, walking straight out the patio doors to get a grip of
himself. Grasping the rail to steady his world, he looked out toward the sea.
It was never far away, and had always been his escape, but he didn’t want to
escape any more. He wanted to feel, and he did.


A warm hand caressed
his back. “I’ll have it taken off.”


“No.” He choked back
the lump in his throat, and swept his arm around her shoulder, resting his chin
against her head. Tears swam in his eyes, and he buried his face in her hair.
“I was just remembering holding you in my arms in the desert, and you weren’t
moving.” The memory twisted in his heart. “I honestly thought you were dead.
I’ve never been that scared or cold before.”


Kayla turned and hugged
him fiercely. “Come on, Commander. Christmas is about happy moments, right?”
She brushed his wet cheeks with her palms.


“It is.” Every minute
he spent with her was memorable.


She nodded and pulled
him inside. Sitting down, she set her gift on her lap and concentrated on
opening it. Seeing she did it so slowly, it occurred to him it was because it
was the only one she had. The meaning behind that chilled his heart.


All year, she wore the
face of optimism. Time after time she did so many things for the team. The
baking, sewing on badges or buttons that came off the guys’ gear. She’d even
babysat for them, so they could have a night out with their wives. Helping the
young boys to strengthen their reading at the halfway house gave her what she
didn’t have, children of her own to care for. Why hadn’t he noticed it before?
How unconnected she was. How lonely she truly must be. Because you’ve been thinking about your fucking self.


Sliding the piece of
artwork from its case, she gasped. “Oh, my God, it’s amazing.”


She held up the
original piece that caught his eye in Japan with their one-day lay over before
coming home. Painted in muted brushed watercolors, the sky and two dolphins
played in the ocean while the sea toiled around them. They took note of nothing
but the joy of existing, and it reminded him of how he wished he and Kayla
could be. “Mace told me you collect artwork.” He looked around at her walls. I
think it should go above your bed.” Only he would know the creatures
represented the two of them and his deepest desire.


Not prepared for her
attack, she nearly bowled him over. Kayla was in his arms again and the moment
was too precious to end. He rolled her onto her back and gazed down at her.
Lurching up, she kissed him sweetly on the cheek.


“Thank you.”


“There’s something
else,” he said, reaching into the tiny tree and bringing out an envelope.


Kayla sat back on her
haunches and opened the card to read the words he’d written late last night.



 

Kayla,


You are truly my
Christmas angel. The warm summer’s breath on my face. More beautiful than
autumn when the leaves change to a golden color and fall to a green covered
earth. Your heart allowed me to see the world isn’t as ugly as I’d come to
believe. My only wish is that you will always believe in me….and you can
believe that I’m going to run your ass off in the new year, because I want you
healthy, happy and near me for a very long time.



 

She shook her head,
grinning. Leaning back on her palms, she eyed him. “I’m not going to make a
very good recruit.”


“The first thing I need
to do,” he said, switching to his knees, the eyes of a predator with his target
in line of sight, “is assess my objective.”


“Huh?” Her eyes rounded
and she sprang to her feet, but he had her in his arms with two steps.


“Although you do look
exquisite in flannel,” he said, wanting to follow the curving mounds of her
breasts with his fingertips, instead his lips blazed a trail down her neck. “My
mom and sister are going to kill us, if we’re late.”


“Commander, thank you.”
Her voice wavered and then she regained her composure. “I love my present.”


She turned to look up
at him, her eyes so bloody sad. He wanted to tell her he would be with her for
every Christmas from now until forever, but he couldn’t, because it might be a
lie.


“It was kind of you to
stay here last night, but now you’re going home, and I’m going to work. I’ll be
all right.”


She was tossing him
out! A rebellious cadence drummed in his chest. How the hell did this get so
backwards? “You are not staying here by yourself,” he said stiffly.


She rounded the couch.
“I made a mistake. I probably just left the door open myself, Commander. I have
to get ready for work.”


A shudder of foreboding
grew inside him. “I’m not willing to take that chance.”


“It’s not your call,”
she tossed over her shoulder.


Fuck, this woman could
piss him off to no ends with her stubbornness. The thought of tying her down
shot into his mind, but that led to other thoughts and he ground them away.
“Like hell it isn’t,” he said, chasing her down the hallway. She scooted around
the corner, the bathroom door locking as he entered her bedroom. He pounded on
the door. “I’m not going to debate this through a door, open it.”


The shower began to
splatter on the bathroom tiles. He groaned with frustration, for a couple of
reasons. Swinging around, he spotted a hairpin sitting on her dresser, and
worked the lock. It popped open in a second and he entered the steamy room.


He stopped—his heart
pounding loudly as he saw the rivers of water wash down her curves. Shampoo
covered her hair and the soapy suds streamed across the peaks of her nipples,
and down the supple flesh under her breasts. Christ, she had the most beautiful
rack he’d ever seen as she arched back under the spray of water. The thought of
seductively nursing them until they pebbled against his tongue, hardened him.


What the hell was he
doing? She hadn’t invited him in. God, he wanted to step in that shower with
her. Touch her, lick her until she came apart in his arms. The steam dampened
his bare chest, and he imagined the feel of her skin against his. His mind saw
her pushed against the wall, their hips grinding together, filling her with his
shaft, and it made his entire body vibrate. Quietly, he stepped back and closed
the door.


Both hands threaded his
hair as he tried to control his breathing. A sword of lust stiffened him beyond
reason. Sitting down on the edge of the bed, he redirected his desires. Still
locked in battle with his erotic thoughts, the minutes slipped by and he jerked,
feeling her bare feet touch his. With a slow, upward swing of his eyes, he
found her standing before him in a towel, her wet curls clutching her cheeks.
He groaned audibly. Drawing her into his arms, he swung her onto the bed. His
eyes skated to her covered breasts. “Are you testing my resistance? Because I
can assure you, I’m going to fail.”


She stared up at him,
then swayed her head.


Everything faded away
except her essence. Grasping her hands, he stretched them above her head. He’d
never wanted to tie a woman up before, but the urge almost had him pulling away
to find a scarf to do just that. “You’re going to be late for work.”


“No, you’re going to
get dressed and drive me to work.”


“There’s only a towel
between me and what I want. That’s not much of a defense, Ms. Banks.” His
breathing intensified with the licks of passion burning the edges of his resolve.
The hell with turkey dinner, she was what he wanted to devour. The scent of
oranges and cranberries wafted from her delicate skin and filled his senses.
His lips kissed the seam of hers to open, to taste her. She was the forbidden
apple, and he desired a bite. The hunger to sheathe himself in her shattered
his restraint. When he opened his eyes, hers looked back at him nervously.
“This connection between us is never going to go away, Kayla. Unless one of us
leaves.”


“That’s what I intend
to do.”


Shrapnel, bullets,
nothing could bring him to his knees, but her words did. She wasn’t talking
about today. She was talking about forever. “What?” With one heave, he curled
her into his arms and cradled her in his lap. The towel unraveled and she
clutched it closed. “No, you’re not.”


“Yes, Commander, I am.
After the new year.”


“Is this because of
what I said to you the other night? I lost my temper. I didn’t mean any of it.”


She looked him squarely
in the eyes. “It’s time for me to move on, Commander. You never wanted a woman
to work in the center. I don’t belong here. I’m screwing up your life. I have
to leave.”


“Bullshit. Is this
about Lapierre? Has he been in contact with you?” he growled.


She gave him a meek
smile. “He’s always in contact with me, Commander.”


“Goddamnit.” He slid
from under her and began to pace the room. “He wants you to come back, doesn’t
he?” When she didn’t respond, he knew he’d hit the target. “Why aren’t you with
him now? Why isn’t he here?”


“Because I told him not
to. He knows what this time of year is like for me. He understands.”


“Why does he know and I
don’t?” he shouted. He was losing it again as she sat calmly watching him.


“Because he’s not my
boss.”


He grabbed either side
of the doorframe, every muscle tensed ready to rip it and the nails from the
wall. Thoughts tripped over themselves in his mind, but there was only one
thing he needed to know. She said she loved him in the desert. Did she really?
For months, he’d clung onto those words like a drowning man. He couldn’t even
look at her when he asked, “Are you leaving because you love me or him?”


“Do you want the
truth?”


He spun around. “Of
course I want the truth. I’m always looking in your eyes for it, but I can’t
read your mind. I wish I could.”


“I can read yours.”


He’d thrown up every
roadblock to keep her away. If the team could see how transparent he was, why
couldn’t she? He swallowed deeply. “Lapierre told me he was willing to leave
JTF for you, but you wouldn’t let him.”


“That’s true.”


Her hands trembled and
she drew them together to try to hide it from him. “Why?”


“It’s complicated.”


It was none of his
business, but he knew he was going to ask. Anchoring himself mentally, he said,
“But you’ve made love to him, haven’t you? You slept with him. I could see it
in his eyes, the way he looked at you.”


Silence. He’d wait it
out until she answered, and the answer was going to kill him.


“Once.”


That one little word
did more damage to him than an artillery of fire power could. It didn’t matter
he was being a hypocrite. He was no angel. Is this what possessiveness felt
like, because he wanted to annihilate something. Punching an actual hole
through her wall would be juvenile, so he envisioned it instead.


“It was a weak moment
on my part. A moment of misdirected need, hot and out of control. He couldn’t
stop and neither could I—I needed to feel again, and Greg…”


He raised his hand for
her to stop explaining, and thankfully, she did. “Why are you going back to
him?”


“I didn’t say I was. I
just said I was leaving Coronado.”


He took the few steps
to the bed. As he closed in, she leaned away, but there wasn’t far for her to
go before they were within a breath of each other. His strength hovered over
her delicate body. Domination was not his style, not with a woman, but even in
her weakness, she was stronger than any woman he knew, and to keep her that’s
what he’d have to do. “Like hell you are.” Her deep brown eyes widened. The
submissive answer to his command easy to see, but he also saw the argument
forming on her lips.


Never letting her voice
it, he kissed her, and kept kissing her until she quieted. His mouth wanted
more and his tongue slipped to the mounds of her breasts, following the sensual
curves, then back to her lips with a punishing kiss. Love fed his lust, and it shot
straight to his shaft. As he nipped at the pulse in her neck, her shallow quick
breathes brushed against his cheek. The willpower it took not to rip the towel
off her was herculean.


“Thane?”


Brushing her swollen
mouth, his gaze mingled deep with hers. He shook his head. “You’re hurting, and
until I know what’s causing it, all of it, we’re not going to take another step
until you trust me.” She hadn’t touched him up until that point, then
everything inside him exploded as her soft hands curled around his back,
drawing him closer. It seared through him, but it wasn’t lust or passion, it
was so much deeper, and it tightened his heart then expanded it to its limits.


“You don’t want me.”


He choked on his own
air. “Not another word, Kayla, because you’re all I want.”


“Going, going, gone,”
she whispered.


“Don’t even joke about
that.” The sway of her hips against his almost broke his resolve. “Goddamn it
woman, stop,” he hissed, but his shaft hardened against her, and he bit into
his lip to stop himself from pressing back. A flash of white-hot heat fanned
his desire when her fingers slid across his skin, following the contours of his
muscles.


He’d gazed into the
same expression when he’d first seen her, a still portrait of beauty. Without a
single movement, she struck and destroyed every pressure point inside him with
her porcelain doll features. Brushing her jaw with his lips, he closed his eyes,
reining in his desire, and teased her nose with his. “I know you won’t believe
me when I say this, but you and I are going to have normal one day. We’re going
to fight for it if we have to, but we’re used to fighting for what we want,
aren’t we?”


“Commander…” Her brow
buckled and tears swelled, finding a path down her cheeks. “I don’t want to
fight any more.” She choked on her words. “You’re right, I don’t have anyone, or
anywhere to go. I’m so tired.” She bit her bottom lip to stop it from
trembling. “The Shark is coming after me, and I’m not going to survive, am I?”


“Hey, don’t you see me?
I’m right here.” She shook her head and he sensed her sorrow deepening.


“Please, go home. Be
with your family.” She pinned her lips together, and brushed at her eyes. “They
need you.”


“You need me,” he shot
back and her gaze popped to his. “And I need you to get some rest.” She looked
so frail and he knew what he had to do.


He tucked them both
under the covers. It didn’t take long. With her head resting on his chest, her even
breathing told him she’d fallen asleep. A smile crossed his lips. He remembered
when he and Cobbs had made it through Hell Week. At the time, it was his
greatest achievement. Watching Kayla get some restful sleep, he realized she would
be his greatest challenge.


The signs of emotional
trauma were easy for him to see now. It was more than being alone. More than
Christmas. For the first time since last night, he dwelled on what the cop had
divulged. Until now, he wasn’t ready to process it. He needed to know more.


A noise cocked his body
to attention, cooling the sublime warmth. It sounded like a door, her patio
door. Gently removing himself from bed, he peered down the hallway. Taking
silent steps toward her living room, a movement caught his attention in the
glass of a picture in her hall. He shot across the living room. A man scrambled
over the side of the balcony as he hit the door and flung himself out.
Searching the early morning light, he saw no movement. He wouldn’t chase and
leave Kayla unguarded. Turning, he paused. On the branches of her tree lay an
envelope with a smudged bloody fingerprint on the front.


Picking the envelope up
by the edge, he lifted it to the light. There was something inside. Searching
her cupboards, he found a sandwich bag and carefully slid it in, and then
grabbed his phone.


Twenty minutes later
Cobbs tapped on the door. “Here, drop it off at NCIS on your way home. Tell
them what I told you. If they want to talk with someone, they talk to me.”


Cobbs took the bag from
him. “Where is she?”


“Sleeping.” He didn’t
miss the once-over Cobbs gave him standing bare-chested and barefoot.


“Nice to see you
finally came to your senses.” Cobbs seamed his lips, but it wasn’t helping to
hide the smile.


“I’m going to have one
hell of a firefight on my hands when she wakes up. She already tried to throw
me out once. Don’t let your oversexed mind go running wild, either. We haven’t
consummated a damn thing,” he said gruffly.


“Good thing you’re not
a quitter.”


A laugh rocked his
shoulders. “Being half mule, she makes the SEAL population look weak. If she
won’t let me stay with her, we’re going to have to watch her without her knowing
it. I’ll die before letting that son of bitch take her away from me.” He
considered telling Cobbs about Kayla’s past, but she’d kept it from all of them
but Fox. There was more to this, and until he knew what it was, he would keep
her secret.


Cobbs nodded his
understanding. “Doesn’t she have to work today?”


“I’m redirecting the center
to the East Coast. I’ve already spoken with Segal. They’re doing it now until
January first. Red is telling the staff there’s been a meltdown. Techs are
working on it. Segal owes me.”


“And you think she’s
going to believe that?”


He leaned against the
doorframe and sighed. “Not for a second, but she can’t do a damn thing except
rant at me, and she does that anyway.”


Pat nodded with a big
grin. “It’s gotta be love, since no one else gets away with that.”


“Yeah, don’t I know
it.”


Cobbs’ mouth gaped
open, then slammed shut. “Holy shit, did I just hear a confession?”


“You’re an asshole,” he
said cocking his jaw.


“No, wait.” He gestured
with his hands. “I just want to get this right, because I think the earth just
moved.”


What…a…dick.
“Fine, I’m fucking crazy in love with the woman. I always have been.”


“Bet you haven’t shared
that with her, ya chicken-shit bastard.”


Resting a hand on the
door, he said, “This isn’t exactly the right time.”


“Wake up, SEAL.
Although we’re all wondering why, pretty sure she feels the same way. Have a
good Christmas, Thane.”


He laid a hand on Cobbs’
shoulder. “Best one of my life, old friend.”


Before Cobbs turned to
leave, he said, “I’ve got orders from Marg to bring her over on the twenty-sixth.
The rest of the team and their families are coming, too.”


“We’ll be there.”


“We’ll.”
Cobbs snorted. “This is as good as the second coming.”


He closed the door
quietly and padded down the hall. A peaceful sigh escaped Kayla when he slipped
between the sheets. Heat spread through him, seeing the towel had unraveled and
he traced her beautiful curves with his eyes. All right, so he was a hero, but
he sure as hell wasn’t Superman.


His tongue circled the
berry of her nipple, and a groan of pleasure escaped him, as it responded to
his gentle sweeps, plumping between his lips. With a light touch, he trailed
his finger down each rib, over her stomach, and crested her mons. A little moan
escaped her and her hips swayed. Temptation flared and inflamed his shaft,
releasing a bead of pre-cum. He swept it from his swollen flesh and sensually
slipped his finger between her fold, mixing their silk. Drawing circles around
her sweetest place, her thighs opened, desiring more.


“Thane.” His name
escaped her sleeping lips.


“Shh, rest baby.”
Tracing her lips with a wet, gentle touch, he followed, kissing away the
moisture. “You are the one precious, beautiful thing in my life, Kayla,” he
whispered against her mouth. He curled her in his arms, her breasts pressing
warmly against his chest. He stroked her shoulder and laid a kiss on her
forehead.


The bloody print on the
Shark’s envelope fired all his defenses into action. Come on, you son of a bitch. Holding her tighter, his mind churned
with thought. Make your move.

















 


 


 

Chapter Twenty-Three



 

January third Kayla’s
world changed, but as with everything in her life, it changed for the better
and then spiraled to ten times worse. It had been nine months to the day since
she’d first stepped foot in Coronado.


The Commander had
pulled strings, and she was still ticked at him. She knew he’d closed the
Command center over Christmas and rerouted it to the East Coast because of her.
She couldn’t prove it, but it didn’t stop her from accusing him. The cocky
bastard just returned a glib look every time.


He’d dragged her behind
him through the entire season like Linus drags his blanket. It took an enormous
amount of willpower not to collapse in his arms, but like John had said, he’d
married the service, but he would never love a woman. He was trained to serve
and protect and right now, she was his mission. It was time to move on, but every
time she asked him if he was looking into a transfer for her, he refused to
entertain it.


During the last eight
days, they’d gotten along like gasoline and matches. Together they flared
between moments of peace, fun and then quarreled like an old married couple. Finally,
it occurred to her he had played her like a well-strung instrument. He knew
what buttons to push and he instigated the arguments between them, and he’d
done it to drag her out of her darkness every time she tap-danced near it. In
that moment, she realized how much she loved him, and even though he’d done it
out of duty, she had lost her heart to him for good.


“Kayla Banks,” a voice
called from behind her, interrupting her thoughts.


“Yes.” She turned to
see a deliveryman escorted by security standing at the entrance to the operations
room. He held the most beautiful bouquet of roses mixed with bright yellow and
white flowers in a flora of green.


“Ms. Banks, these are
for you.” She stood up, shocked, afraid to touch them in case they disappeared.


“Ma’am?”


She darted a look at
the deliveryman and then nodded. He laid them in her arms like a child, and she
simply stared down at them. They were so beautiful. “Is there a note?” she
asked.


“Yes ma’am, right
there,” he said, pointing to a thin plastic stick hidden in the bouquet.


“Thank you.” A helo
called her with a position report and she took the call, then reached for the
note. Opening it she read, They pale in
comparison to you. But it wasn’t signed.


“What the heck is
that?” Gord asked, returning from his break.


She hugged them close
to her chest. “Flowers, doofus,” she murmured.


“Yeah, I can see that,
Kayla, but from who?”


“I don’t know. Can you
listen out for me? I want to find something to put them in.”


“Looks like you’ve got
an admirer,” he said, rolling his chair under his rear end. “Maybe one of those
SEALs who keep hanging around here has a bad case of puppy love.”


“I doubt that.” She
couldn’t take her eyes off the flowers as she wandered down the hall. She
didn’t even look into his office like she normally did, still in awe.


“Kayla, you had a
delivery, I see,” Captain Redding called out as she passed by. “Found yourself
a boyfriend, have you? Don’t let him take you away from us.”


“No sir, I think they
delivered them here by mistake. I’m just going to put them in some water in
case they come back for them.” She looked toward the Commander’s desk as he
slowly leaned his broad frame back in his chair.


He gave her a small
smile. “Beautiful,” he said, interrogating her with his eyes like he always
did.


An overflow of emotions
grabbed her. “I’m sure it’s a mistake,” she said. “I better put these in water
before they wilt.”


A couple hours later, a
second deliveryman appeared carrying a box. “I’m looking for Kayla Banks,” he
said, reading his portable clipboard.


“I’m Kayla.” She
grinned, seeing the guy holding a beautifully wrapped gift box about five
inches square.


“This is for you.” He
placed it on her console and held out the pen for her electronic signature.


“Have a good afternoon,
ma’am.”


“You’re kidding me,”
Gord scoffed, “more presents? I didn’t forget your birthday, did I?”


“No, I stopped having
birthdays about ten years ago, smartass.” She turned the box on the console and
pulled the foil ribbon apart. The beautiful satin-brown wrapping paper fell
away to reveal an envelope sitting on top of a cardboard box. Someone was
definitely sending a message, and it wasn’t even Valentine’s Day. She picked up
the white envelope and turned it over. No name and again she wondered if
someone had made a mistake. Cracking the lid of the box, she folded the tissue
paper away with one finger to reveal the contents.


“Oh, my God. Call
security, Gord, call them now.” She swung around. “Stop that delivery guy.” Bile
burned the back of her throat, threatening to erupt.



 

* * * *



 

Kayla’s strained call
made both their heads spring up, but he was out of his chair and around the
corner before Red could even get out from his desk. He nearly ripped the door
off its hinges. “Kayla what’s wrong?” Thane yelled.


“Get me a piece of foolscap,
Gord,” she said harshly.


Gord leaped out of the
chair and ran across the room to her console. “What?”


“A clean sheet of
paper. Lay it here.”


Thane reached her side,
and watched her open the envelope carefully over the paper. “Kayla what the
hell is the matter? Why did you call for security?” They were already rushing
in the room with their hands on their weapons. “Stop,” he ordered, and the two
men came to a halt. Kayla tapped the card on the white sheet and a long dark
hair fell onto it.


“Okay,” she breathed.


He saw the box and
pushed the tissue paper aside. “Jesus, come here, sweetheart.” He snatched her
into his arms.


“Commander,” she
whispered looking up at him. “Don’t blow it away.”


Both of them gazed at
the long hair, instead of the severed finger laying in a bloody pool soaking
into the fine tissue paper.


“What’s going on?” Red
asked, coming to stand beside them.


“Red, call the NCIS
unit, and the base police. Get Lieutenant Manchester, he’s in charge of the
Blood Shark investigation, over here now.”


Red stared into the box
and then jerked his attention toward her with understanding. “Kayla, it’s going
to be all right,” he reassured her before heading to his office.


Someone called the base
on the radio and she picked up the mic. “Gord, take the call,” he ordered. He
turned her in his arms. “Remember what I promised you Kayla, I won’t let him
get near you.” Searching her eyes, he looked for a sign this would throw her
into an episode, she’d had two more over Christmas. They’d come up fast and
without warning, but it didn’t take long to figure out it happened when she was
left alone with her own thoughts, so he’d goaded her every time he saw her
falling into reflection.


Seeing she remained
clear and focused, he curled her against him, and knew it was where he wanted
her to stay. Next to him, right next to him, and this time there would be no
argument.


The Blood Shark had
taken a hiatus after he’d chased her down at the docks, probably thinking she
was being watched, and she had been. Before he left on deployment, Thane had
made sure of that. The letter the Shark left in her Christmas tree, he’d
managed to hide from her. He and Manchester had conversed over the phone, but Manchester
didn’t divulge what had been inside. The Shark’s hunger was back in play, and
he was coming for Kayla, which meant he’d just put a bullet between his own
eyes. The Shark had just called him out.


They waited patiently
until five people strode into the ops room, led by Red. “This is Commander
Austen.”


“Commander Austen,” A
tall lanky officer replied, removing his hat. “Ma’am, you’re Kayla Banks, is
that right?”


Kayla nodded.


“I’m Lieutenant
Manchester with San Diego NCIS. I’m in charge of the Blood Shark investigation.
Can we talk in another room?” he asked, surveying the surroundings. “Barker, Hicks,
I want you to interview the deliveryman. You’re probably not going to find out
any more than before, but do it anyway.” The two uniformed men who flanked him
nodded and left. The other two people in the entourage approached the box,
pulling on gloves.


A hefty man with thick
glasses leaned over it, nodded, and turned to Manchester. “It’s the same. The
ring matches the description we got from her husband. This is our missing base
police officer.” He carefully lifted the box and inspected it. “Ma’am, this
hair,” he asked, “did this come out of the note?”


“Yes.”


“That’s different,” he
said, pinning a look on Manchester.


Kayla reached for her
hair, pulling a strand out and holding it out to the CSI technician. He cocked
his head at her. “It’s a message within a message.” They all turned to look at
her. “He wouldn’t be stupid enough to put his own hair in there, and there’s
plenty of DNA with the finger to identify the last woman,” She paused looking
up at him, her gaze hollow. “I think you’ll find it matches mine. He’s saying
he’s been close enough to me already to take it from me.”


Thane’s heart shattered
as a slice of fear shot down his spine, a foreign feeling to him. Anxious, on
edge, ready—he knew, a cold biting fear, he hadn’t felt since the attack in the
desert.


The CSI investigator
took her sample, popped open a plastic bag and dropped it in. “We’ll test it.”


“Captain Redding,” Lieutenant
Manchester said, prompting him to lead the way.


Settling in the office,
he placed himself in the chair next to Kayla. He wanted to reach for her hand
to give her reassurance, but she didn’t seem to need any, and it bothered him.
He turned a purposeful gaze on Manchester. “Is this what he’s done all along,
and why haven’t we heard about it?


“We kept it quiet for
obvious reasons. You’d be surprised how many guys want to off their wives and
will use this to cover it up.”


Kayla’s brows quirked.
He had to admit, he was a little shocked at that himself.


“What else don’t we
know?” Redding queried, taking a seat behind his desk and pointing at an empty
one for the Lieutenant to take.


“Not a lot, I’m afraid,
but the hair is new. The note is different as well.”


“What does it normally
say?” he asked.


The Lieutenant scanned
all their faces, and then as if trusting his present company he said, “The same
as was left in Kayla’s Christmas tree, ‘I
can’t wait to feel your warm blood on my hands.’”


“What?” Kayla
exclaimed.


“You didn’t tell her?”
Manchester queried.


“What are you talking
about?” Kayla flinched and forked her fingers together.


This time his hand had
a mind of its own and he covered hers, squeezing it gently. The Lieutenant
didn’t miss it, and neither did Red. “I didn’t tell you, for obvious reasons.
The letter was left in your Christmas tree, Kayla. Why do you think I was…” He
stopped himself. If he said more, more would be asked. He turned to Manchester.
“So this time it’s very different.”


The Lieutenant leaned
forward, eyeing him. “Yeah, not sure why though.”


The note with the
finger only had two words, “You’re special.” He felt anger begin to well up, normally
when that happened he needed to kill something. His rage had a target, but he
had to keep his emotions under control and keep thinking, for Kayla’s sake.


Manchester turned his
hawk-like stare on her. “Can you shed any light on that, Ms. Banks?”


Kayla and he exchanged
a glance. “We think he chased me once before.”


“I have that report.
You didn’t see him, you just ran,” he said as if accusing her.


“She ran for her life.
If she had slowed down to look, she’d be dead,” he growled at the Lieutenant.


Kayla spoke up. “I
don’t usually spend any extra time around the base. If I’m on base, I’m
working. The only time was…” She paused and swallowed hard.


He’d coaxed her out to
the bar the day her friends graduated, and then she’d put herself on the stage
at Christmas, and it was like throwing a spotlight on her. The only other time
would be at the galley, but his instincts told him the Blood Shark had been in
the bar. Maybe the Shark had been stalking her all this while, but Thane had
made sure she was always watched. By Christmas, the Shark must have lost his
patience, that’s why he’d come into her condo and left the first note.


He remembered graduation
night. “Kayla.” He folded her hand in both of his. “Remember graduation, you
were walking back to the table. Someone grabbed you. I think he hurt you. Who
was that?”


Surprise crossed her
features. “What? No, he was just a little overzealous, that’s all.”


“Do you know him? Have
you seen him before? Have you seen him since?”


“No.”


“Do you remember what
he looked like?”


“Not really. Maybe…”
She paused thinking. “It was dark, and there were so many people packed in
there. He had dark eyes, nothing really stood out on him. Just a guy.”


“Was he dressed in
civilian clothes or a uniform?


“He wore a camo jacket
and pants, practically bald, but isn’t everyone around here?” She shook her head
and offered a weak smile.


Shooting a look at the Lieutenant
he asked, “What else does he do?”


“That’s it, the next contact
is usually…” He cleared his throat and jerked his head. “Ms. Banks we’re—”


“We’re ready for our
daily flailing, Commander,” Mace said, bounding in the room with the rest of
the team behind him.


Cobbs stepped ahead and
read the temperature in the room immediately, putting his hand out, he scanned
the scene. “Uh, I guess we’re interrupting.”


“Come in, men, and shut
the door,” he ordered.


Lieutenant Manchester
shook his head, opposing the idea. “Commander, I—”


He put his hand up
instantly. “Gather ’round, men.” None of his team delivered a smartass remark,
sensing something was very wrong. They edged up and circled them.


“This is confidential
information,” Manchester warned.


“I understand that, and
they do, too. This is my squad.”


The Lieutenant offered
a cool stare. “Men.”


They all nodded back,
but remained silent, their faces severe.


“We have a new
mission,” he stated to them, twisting in his chair.


Manchester gave his
head a quick jerk. “No, Commander, I know your team is renowned, but this is
police work.”


“Police work for who?” Tony
asked, breaking the team’s silence.


“Oh, shit,” Cobbs
growled, and then they all turned their eyes to Kayla.


“That’s right, the
Blood Shark has his crosshairs on Snow White.”


“Commander,” Kayla
hissed at him and clutched his hand hard.


He turned in his chair
to see her eyes widening, she began to shake her head as if she didn’t want him
to tell them. He turned his gaze on Manchester. “You’ve just added eight new
men to your team, and if I have to add the rest of the SEAL units on the West
Coast, I will. This stops now.”


“I did get a bouquet of
flowers earlier,” Kayla added quietly.


Every eye in the room
turned to her. Oh, for fuck’s sake.
The groan almost escaped his lips.


“Did it have a note?”
Manchester asked.


“Yes, but it wasn’t
addressed to me. I thought it was delivered here by mistake. I can get it.”


“Do that.”


She released his hand
and quickly left the room. It would take all of fifteen minutes to track down
the flower shop in a nearby strip mall. “Ah…” He darted a glance at Red, whose
expression cracked with a stupid grin on his old crow. He let out a deep breath
and cleared his throat. “Lieutenant, the flowers they ah…” He didn’t have to
look around to know his squad was burning looks into his shoulder blades. “The
flowers are from…from me.” Someone behind him coughed out a chuckle, and he was
pretty sure it was Cobbs. He rolled his eyes.


“I see, but she doesn’t
know it was you, is that it?” Even the Lieutenant started to sport a grin.


He adjusted his girth
in the chair and nodded.


“Oh sure, you said—”


“Mace, you say one more
word and you’re doing a sixty-minute dead man’s float in the bay, today.” Mace
slapped his jowls shut instantly.


“Well,” Manchester
began, opening his briefcase and pulling out a file. “Then she’s got two
admirers, one that just might be able to protect her, because the others have
all failed.” He glanced at the door to make sure she wasn’t coming back yet. “I
pulled her personnel file. Her parents are deceased, she has one half-sister,
but they’ve had no contact for years. She owns real estate in Canada. Uncle Sam
just cleared her immigration paperwork. She has no prior criminal or civil
charges, not even a speeding ticket. There’s a children’s nonprofit literacy
organization in the Coronado district she volunteers at, and she purchased a
condo at Ferry’s Landing.”


“And…” he prompted,
reading the Lieutenant’s hesitation.


The Lieutenant’s expression
sobered. “And she was married—once,” he said, flipping the paper in the file.
“I’m waiting for more information in that regard.”


NCIS knew how to dig.
Since the cop’s revelation, he hadn’t prodded Kayla, hoping she’d tell him in
her own time. Time was up. “What kind of information?”


A quiet bleep sounded
from the Lieutenant’s phone and he read the screen. Bringing the phone to his
ear, he listened for a long time. “There has to be some kind of error…” He
paused. “Understood, thank you.” He cleared his throat and hung up. Manchester
darted a look in his direction. “She’s thirty-six, and—”


“What was that? If it
was about Kayla, I want to know.” Already his guts rolled.


“She was married for
ten years.”


He shot a look toward his
Master Chief who pinched his lips together and looked away from him. “And,” he
ground out getting angrier by the second.


“And—” Manchester’s jaw
went taut. “In those ten years there were a reported thirty visits to the
hospital with contusions, burns, fractures, and lacerations.”


Everything inside him
chilled to subzero. Ten years? She’d been abused for ten years.


Manchester paused,
shaking his head. “A final incident put the husband in jail for attempted
murder after he was released from the hospital. A Canadian serviceman named
Lapierre intervened, but not soon enough. Kayla was hospitalized for two months.
Her injuries were so severe they didn’t expect her to live.”


“Oh, God,” Mace groaned.
“There’s got to be a mistake.”


Manchester surveyed
Mace carefully. “No mistake. The final attack occurred on December twenty-fourth.
You had no knowledge of this?”


“No, none,” Red
blurted, his expression contorting with distress.


“His name—is Daniel,
correct?” Thane’s jaw clenched tight.


Manchester nodded.


Thane swiveled to stare
at Fox. “You knew,” he shot at him. “You knew all of this.”


Fox rubbed his beard
and stared at the carpet. “It doesn’t make a wisp of difference, Commander.
It’s the past, and she didn’t want you to know. She said it didn’t have any
bearing on how she did her job. I agreed.”


“When?” he ground out.
“When did you know this?”


“I visited her after
Mexico, when she was housebound.” Fox paused and looked at the team. “Commander,
this doesn’t have anything to do with what’s going on.”


“Like hell it doesn’t!”
he roared. “Do you have any idea how tormented she is, how scarred she is? She
has nightmares every night. She fights him off every goddamn night. I have to
hold her in my arms for hours until she can finally get a couple hours of
peaceful sleep.”


Silence sat thick in
the room.


Then he realized what
he’d just admitted, to all of them. Fuck it. “Tell me, now,” he demanded, the
rage spiraling inside him. “I want to know it all.”


Fox swayed his head and
continued, “I don’t think you do, Commander. Your anger is out of control right
now.”


He hurtled out of the
chair and went toe to toe with Fox. “Tell me.”


“You’re not going to
like it.”


“Tell. Me.”


His Master Chief sighed
and crossed his arms, flitting a look across the team. “I asked her if she had
any indigenous blood. I’m half Cherokee, and something told me her blood was
like mine. Her mother was Haida, and her father was of European descent. Kayla
had it tough growing up, Commander.” Reading the darkening storm in his eyes, Fox
hedged.


“What else?”


“Kayla wasn’t just abused
by her husband, Commander.” Fox shifted uncomfortably and rubbed his jaw. “An
uncle, her father’s brother, sexually abused her when she was a little girl. When
her mother found out, she was about twelve, but the abuse had been going on
since she was eight or nine. I think you can understand why she didn’t want
anyone to know, especially you. Commander, there’s strength in that woman. You
need to believe that.”


“Believe it? Jesus,
Fox, I’ve always believed in her.”


Her footsteps coming
back down the hallway halted the conversation. “Here it is,” Kayla said,
walking in the door and handing Manchester the card, but she clung to the
flowers.


Cobbs bowed his head to
hide the pained expression he couldn’t control. Having daughters of his own,
Kayla’s childhood must have hit home.


“Thanks, I’ll uh, have
it checked out, but Kayla, I don’t think these flowers have anything to do with
the case.” Manchester’s features softened. “I think it’s safe to say you’ve
simply caught someone’s eye.”


The tight expression on
her face relaxed. The Shark was already playing mind games by putting her hair
in the envelope. Most women would be shaking with panic, but she wasn’t. Anger
swirled inside him with the thought. She’d been so abused this didn’t even
phase her. He bowed his head, sitting back down in the chair, hiding his
expression from her. A beautiful little girl bloomed in his mind, and then a
striking young woman. He imagined the fear and the pain she must have endured.
War—she’d been at war, against men who took her innocence and trust, far longer
than he had, and she only had her will to fight back with. The threads in the cool
leather padding of the armrest snapped under his grip.


“I have to get back to
work. Do you have any questions for me?” Kayla asked.


“I do, but I’ll interview
you later. You can return to your post, Kayla,” Manchester said.


She nodded and turned
to leave, then stopped. Her gaze found Captain Redding’s as if she needed his
strength. “How am I going to die?”


The question rocked the
entire room.


“Are you asking what he
does to them, Ms. Banks?” the Lieutenant said, placing the file back in his
briefcase.


She barely nodded.


He shook his head once—harshly,
but the Lieutenant ignored him, a somber expression covering his features.
“He’s a knife man, always to the throat. After that it doesn’t matter.”


She continued to stare
at Redding, and he stared back, then said, “I don’t know, my dear. Maybe it was
because you were on the phone with Ghost. Who knows what screwed-up thoughts
ran through his mind.”


“What?” He shot to his
feet. “Red—”


“Ghost, I’m sure you
can understand why I lied to you. It was for your well-being. If I’d told you
what we’d found on the cameras, your mind would have been on her, not warfare.”


“Jesus Christ, you
should have told me,” he shouted. “Kayla?” He turned back to face Red. “What
was on the camera?”


“They couldn’t ID him,
Ghost. He didn’t come any farther than the anteroom.”


“How do you know it was
him?”


Kayla and Red exchanged
a look. “Even though we couldn’t ID him, the knife in his hand was plain to
see.”


The air rushed from his
lungs with the thought. The son of a bitch had been that close to her, within
striking distance, he could have taken Kayla from him right then, and he would
have been thousands of miles away.


Kayla concentrated on
the floor. “Let things happen that are meant to happen, Commander.” Her eyes
rose to his, emotionless.


Lapierre’s words
ghosted through him. Don’t let her die,
Commander, that’s what she wants. How had she gone through so much abuse
and become the woman she was? Christmas had been hard, but as the days passed
it had been like someone switched a light on, and Kayla had come back to them.
Only the nights were hard, that’s where she kept the darkness…in her dreams.


In the next second, he
was prouder of his team than he had ever been. They were all exemplary men, and
they proved it on every mission. Sharp minds and clutching their fear under
extreme pressure, he had witnessed. He accepted nothing less. To be men with
heart, to keep a place reserved for compassion, was not a requirement of their
jobs, but every SEAL strove to do just that. Cobbs placed his hands on her
shoulders as the rest of the team laid a hand on her. Mace curled his arm protectively
around her waist, and gave her a squeeze.


“Kayla, we’ve got your
back. He’ll have to kill every one of us, before he’ll get to you,” Cobbs
vowed.


She jerked her head,
and looked into each of their faces. “Thank you, Lieutenant, really.” She
turned her eyes to Mace. “Don’t be concerned. Just make sure I’m his last
victim. Put your energy on setting a trap, use me, and stop him.” She pulled
away from them and strode out of the room headed back to the Command center.


She had already given
in, and the thought tore through him like a spray of bullets. She had them, and
Cobbs was right—they’d protect her, putting their lives in front of hers, him
most of all.


“Commander?” Cobbs
questioned.


“Close the door,
Nathan,” he ordered, turning his attention back on Manchester. “We’re going hunting,
gentlemen.”


Although Manchester
resisted, it was slight, which meant he was hoping they’d help. The Blood Shark
was looking for his chance, and every day that passed, he would become more
impatient—hungry. They were going to push him to the point of starvation until
he revealed himself.


Before they wrapped up,
he stood and pressed his knuckles on the desk. “I want to see the file, Lieutenant
Manchester,” he demanded.


“Commander, maybe you
shouldn’t,” Cobbs warned him.


Mace stood beside him,
shaking his head. “I don’t think so, Commander. I don’t even want to see it.”


Blood, death, the worst
things a mind can conjure, they had witnessed it all from Korea to their own
backyards. Terrorism, torture, nothing surprised him anymore. He waited. Manchester
wasn’t leaving until he produced it.


The Lieutenant hesitantly
pulled it from his briefcase and laid it open on the desk.


“Oh, Christ,” Red
breathed, swiveling one of the photos of the dead women. “This fucking guy is
angry.”


His eyes swung to
Cobbs. Now he got it. Their bodies had been mutilated beyond recognition. He’d
skinned them, eviscerated them. Their abdomens were sliced open to their thighs.
Only their faces and their chests remained untouched. The word bitch had been carved across their
breasts. He stared at the pictures, trying his damndest not to imagine Kayla
like that. Every cell inside him exploded with rage. Picking up one of the
pictures, he seared the image into his mind, cementing his anger to his will. He
turned his eyes up to Manchester, and the man flinched. “I’m going to exterminate
this son of a bitch. There will be no trial, Lieutenant.”


Forty-five minutes later,
they looked up. “Where is she?” He was up and in the Command center within a
second. “Where is she, Gord?” The NCIS techs had cleared the scene and taken the
evidence.


“She left. Why?”


“What do you mean she
left?” he roared. “When?”


Fear splashed across Gord’s
face, and he bolted up in his chair. “Fifteen minutes ago, sir. She said to
tell Lieutenant Manchester to call her at home if he wanted anything. What’s
going on?”


“I’ll talk to you
later, Gord. And I expect the truth.”


Heading for the
elevator, the team was close on his heels.


When they reached the
sunshine, he broke the team up into three, and he and Mace took her normal path
to the bus stop, while the others paralleled it.


She’d almost reached
the entrance to the base when they caught up with her. He signaled for the team
to hold back. “Kayla, what are you doing?” Anger clearly edged his words, but
it bloomed from fear.


She turned. “Going home.”
And she began to walk again.


He grabbed her arm and
she stopped with a jerk, but wouldn’t look at him. “You’re not going home
without me.”


She breathed out
heavily and twisted. “Commander,” She paused, drilling a look into him. “I
already said thank you for all your concern, now piss off.” She wrenched her
arm from his and dug her heels in with purpose as she walked away. Even though
she’d made her message clear, he didn’t really hear it, seeing her clutch the
flowers in her arms. They did pale in comparison to her. Although she was doing
her damndest to hide it, she was scared as hell. She had to be. “I can take
care of myself, Commander,” she snapped at him when he caught up to her.


“Kayla, this guy is
smart and he’s sick. You’re a target now, he won’t stop until we stop him.”


“The police will catch
him. I’m sure there’s a whole world full of terrorists you can go after. Do
it.”


“Jesus, woman!” He
grabbed her around the waist and hoisted her up in his arms, turning and
walking back toward his team, whose expressions were more stunned than Kayla’s.
“Go get my car,” he said, pinning the order on Clay. “Keys are in my right
pocket.”


Clay grabbed them and put
it into double-time for the parking lot.


“Commander, put me
down.” She started to wiggle in his arms, so he restrained her. She didn’t have
a hope, and if he had to tie her up, he’d do it. “You’re under arrest, Ms.
Banks.”


“What?” She stopped
fighting him and her eyes widened.


The biggest, deepest, most
soulful eyes looked back him. “That’s right—arrest. Lock down,” he said so she
would clearly understand him. Her lips gaped open. “You’re not going anywhere
without one of us with you. Do you understand, Snow White? You have eight
dwarves now.”


“You can’t do that.”


“It’s done.” Clay drove
his car up and jumped out, leaving the engine running. “Open the door,” Thane
ordered.


Cobbs chin tightened
with a grin. “Where ya keeping her, Commander?”


“With me.”


Tony jabbed Mace in the
ribs. “You’re Dopey, dude.”


Mace slowly craned his
head toward him with his lips twisted in a wry look. “Right,” he drawled, “and
you’re Shithead.”


“Don’t remember that
dwarf,” Tony flipped back, crossing his arms over his chest.


“That’s because he was
in the head all the time, just like you.”


The guys broke out
laughing, and even Kayla couldn’t suppress a smile.



 

* * * *



 

He parked the car in
the garage and then lowered the door, just in case she thought to make a quick
getaway. Rounding the car, he held out his hand. “Come on.”


Giving him a scowl, she
stood her ground and crossed her arms over her chest.


He offered a quick
shrug. “You can stay in the garage for the next week if you want, but you’ll be
more comfortable in the house.”


“A week,” she barked,
her arms dropping to her sides. “You expect me to stay here for a week?”


“That’s how long it’s
going to take for him to hit the end of his chain and come after you, but he’ll
be lurking long before that, and that’s when we’ll have him.”


She rocked her head and
surrendered, reaching out and taking his hand. Pulling her under his arm, he led
her into the house. Too many women had wanted to take up post at his address.
Only one woman belonged, and she was finally home.

















 


 


 

Chapter Twenty-Four



 

He had let her return
to her condo under a four-man guard to pick up some things. During that time,
he returned to the base and sat a resistant Gord down in his office.


His patience was
nonexistent, wanting to get back to Kayla. He dredged up as much as he could,
and explained to Gord the threat on her life.


Gord finally opened up
and explained that they’d known her husband had been abusing her for years. Red,
sat down beside him, his expression worried.


“I sat with her every
day in the hospital,” Gord revealed, expelling a sigh. “Kayla remained in a
coma for weeks, maybe months, I don’t remember now. There was so much trauma to
her head the doctors only gave her a thirty percent chance of survival. I don’t
think I’ll ever get those images out of my mind, Commander. He’d crushed her
ribs, smashed her jaw, and her entire neck was black from him choking her. She
was unrecognizable.” Gord quickly brushed an escaped tear away. “Kayla was
never the same after that.” Gord took a stuttering breath. “The only man she
trusted was Lieutenant Commander Lapierre…until she met you, Commander. When we
came here, I started to see the old Kayla again.” Gord stared at the wall,
gathering his thoughts.


“Nothing is going to
happen to her, Gord. We’re going to catch the Shark,” he assured him.


“They haven’t so far. No
one has survived.” Gord squared a look on him, concern folding his forehead
into deep lines. “That final attack, her husband did something he’d never done
before.”


Don’t
say it, but he knew what was coming. He’d suspected it
since Christmas when he’d unzipped her dress. The light had been dim in her
closet, but he’d seen the discolored scars punctuating her back. “He used a
knife on her, didn’t he?”


Gord bowed his head,
nodding.


A groan left his
throat. The final ugly piece of the puzzle clanked into place. The Shark used
one as well. That’s what had brought the trauma back into play. “We know it was
her husband, but who was he?”


Gord rubbed the back of
his neck slowly. “She met him soon after enlisting. Kayla was a pretty stunning
woman back then.”


Was?
Obviously Gord saw her like a sister.


“His name is Daniel. He
worked for the Joint Task Force. Counterterrorism specialist, but I guess you
know what that is. He was away a lot on deployments, that’s when Kayla
recovered between…well, you know.”


So, that’s how Lapierre
must have known him. “Is that all?”


“You met Greg Lapierre?”


He nodded. “Yeah, we
met.”


“Greg’s his brother.”


The two open ends of a
circle locked together. It was a tale of two brothers who loved one woman, and
the reason Lapierre hadn’t killed Daniel when he should have.



 

* * * *



 

Kayla stood in front of
him in workout pants and a tight green T-shirt that palmed her body, showing
every bloody curve.


“I’m not doing this.
When I was younger, I went to Fort Lewis for repelling and self-defense
training. Some big bastard of a Ranger fell on me. It knocked the air right out
of me.”


A grin broke out. He
couldn’t help it. “You trained at Fort Lewis?”


“Yarp.”


His forehead wrinkled.
“Yarp, what the hell is Yarp?”


She gave him a sly
smile. “A brain worm.”


A gust of laughter left
him. “A what?”


“A brain worm. You
stick a word in someone’s head, and then you try to make them say it. Human
nature the way it is, they try to resist, and then when they do slip up…Well—”
She opened her palms and gave him a wicked look. “Psychological warfare,
Commander.”


“You Canadians really
operate on a different frequency, don’t you?” he said, grinning at her antics.


“Yarp.”


“Stop that.” A totally,
but overtly innocent expression covered her features. “So why were you in Fort
Lewis?”


“I was in the Reserves.
After that I squandered my life on the DND and let them knock the shit out of
me.”


He burst out laughing.
“Kayla, you’re something else, you know that?” He squared his shoulders and
spread his feet apart. “Now work with me on this. If the Shark gets close, it
might take a few seconds before we can get to you. You’re going to have to hold
him off, and I’m going to show you how to do that.”


Kayla stood with her
hip kicked out to the side, giving him a disapproving look.


 “All right, now come at me.”


Standing in the middle
of his backyard on a freshly cut lawn, she eyed him, then her gaze strayed over
his shoulder. “Wouldn’t it better if I just lazed around your pool?” she asked,
giving it a lustful look, one that yanked at his insides.


The thought of seeing
her in a bathing suit tore his mind away from just about everything. He groaned
inwardly. Okay, so he’d thought about seeing her in less than a bathing suit
ever since Christmas morning, when she’d turned his brain into a one-celled
wonder. They’d slept together, held each other, touched, kissed, cuddled, but
they didn’t know each other in the biblical sense. After what she had endured
in her life, would they ever?


He raised his brows at
her, feigning impatience, but really, he could stand out here all bloody day,
just looking at her like he’d done for months. “Later, now we work.”


“You really take this
Commander thing too seriously.”


“Kayla, if you don’t
get your ass over here, I’m coming over there, then all bets are off.”


She huffed and took a
couple steps toward him, but suddenly she put it into high gear running around
him, making for the pool. His team might not be able to catch her, but she was
up against him. He clutched her in his arms from behind, just as her right foot
hit the pool deck, and lifted her into the air.


His anger still lingered
from seeing the file earlier and talking with Gord. It all hit head-on with his
love for her, in a tangled web. “Now what? What do you do if he comes at you
from behind? He wants your blood on his hands. You have to fight,” he growled
in her ear. Fear clenched him at his own words, and he held her too tightly, too
aggressively.


Her entire body tensed.
A cry left her throat as if he was killing her. She bit down on his arm hard
and fast. She didn’t draw blood, but almost. Immediately he let go, and she ripped
herself from him. Her body shook, and a blaze of panic tore through her
expression. “Kayla, I’m sorry,” he said, raising his hand to calm her.


She looked horrified
and her fingers trembled as she covered her mouth. “No, I’m sorry.” She shook
her head. “I—I just…” She clenched her arm to her side and stared down at the
grass, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath.


Her hands were still
shaking, uncontrollably. Oh, God.
“Kayla?” His heart hammered in his chest, cracking in half with worry she’d be
afraid of him now. “I would never—ever hurt you. Please, tell me you know
that.”


She nodded sharply, but
wouldn’t look at him. “I know that, sir.”


He gave her the time
she needed to regain her composure and she did it quickly.


“The best I’ll ever do
is an open shot to his groin, Commander, but I’m not trained in hand-to-hand
combat, and you can’t be jumping all over me,” she said tersely.


“I like the way she
tells him off,” Clay said in the small, almost invisible com set in his ear.


“At least somebody gets
to,” Tony replied. “We can live vicariously through her.”


He shook his head and
turned to look at the tree line behind his property. “You two better be keeping
your eyes on the scenery.”


“Got you covered,
Commander,” Cobbs said from his camouflaged position in a tall evergreen in
line with the house.


“What was that?” she
asked.


“Nothing.”


“What are you looking
at? Is there something out there?” her voice tightened as she scanned the trees.


Four paces brought him
close enough to rest his palms on her shoulders. “No one’s out there,” he said.


“No one but us peeping Toms,”
Mace growled. “I got a bad feeling about this.”


“What do ya mean?” Tony
shot back.


“Oh, you’ll see, or at
least you’re going to wish you didn’t have to.”


He resisted rolling his
eyes. Mace was going to be doing that swim after all. He settled his gaze on Kayla.
From the moment this little mermaid stepped into their world, she’d brought out
more emotion from him than he’d known his entire life. Whether it was laughter
from her wicked sense of humor or respect for her quick wit, she had made him
think of things he’d never considered—like becoming a Commander from the deck
of a destroyer or a desk. Now it seemed more important than ever. His mermaid
had been caught in a net, and there were scars—deep ones. He understood there
were two Kaylas. The one she showed the world, and the one still trying to
heal. How could she ever trust a man? Although in a weakened state, she’d
admitted she’d fallen in love with him. Thane knew she resisted it to protect
herself.


Kayla’s eyes widened as
she leaned around him to look at something.


“Hiya handsome,” he
heard, and turned slowly, recognizing the voice.


“Hey ya, sweetheart,” Carly
purred.


Sarah and her twin
sister Carly stood on his patio. Their skintight dresses showed off their lean
figures and their breasts puckered from the sheer silk outfits they wore. The spirals
of their copper and blonde hair lifted in the wind. Kayla immediately pulled
away from him.


“I’ll be back in a
minute.”


“You gotta be kidding
me, fucking twins,” Tony scoffed. “I can’t tell ya how much I respect that
man.”


All the other guys
chuckled except for Mace. “Not good, Commander, definitely not good. One step
forward with the flowers, thirty backward with the twins. Maybe I got a shot,
after all.”


“Mace, shut it,” Cobbs warned,
before he could say anything else. “Kayla’s not going to retreat because of
that.”


“Ya wanna bet? Look at
her face.”


Thane swallowed hard,
reaching the twins who stood waiting with a hopeful expression of an all-night
escapade obviously on their minds. Mace was right. This wasn’t good, and he had
to fix it fast.



 

* * * *



 

Kayla watched him as he
met the centerfold beauties on his deck. Within striking distance, they both
strung their arms around his neck and plastered themselves against him. Her
chest clenched and she turned away, wandering to the back of his property. “Don’t
be surprised, Kayla,” she muttered to herself. He’d lied to her when he said he
hadn’t been with anyone for months. Men always lied. She reached the back of
the property and sat down against a tree. When a hand came down on her shoulder,
she nearly jumped out of her skin.


“Easy, Kayla, it’s just
me,” Cobbs soothed. “Don’t speak. If he’s watching we don’t want to give our
position away.” She cleared her throat and reached for a palm frond sitting on
the ground close to her. “They’ll be gone shortly, I guarantee it,” he said.


Twisting the sharp end
of the palm was better than watching the scene on the patio.


“I know the Commander
is only interested in one little lady,” he said quietly. “The Ghost isn’t the
kind of man to buy flowers for any woman, until you, that is.”


She tensed with his
words. “What?” she whispered through her lips trying not to move them. Her
heart was getting an extreme workout these days, with severed fingers showing
up in boxes, men jumping out of trees and the thought that the Commander had
given her the flowers. For a fleeting moment she had considered it, but
disregarded it just as quickly.


“Kayla, that wryly
bastard has been at war with the world since he enlisted, but he finds peace
when he thinks of you. On our last mission, he almost bit it twice. I thought
for sure we were dead, and then he reached in his pocket and pulled out a piece
of paper. Suddenly he looked like a man with an answer no other man on earth
had. After that, single handedly, he took down every one of the bad guys. It
was like he was superhuman,” He paused. “You wouldn’t happen to know what was
on that paper, would you?”


She swallowed the lump
in her throat, remembering the note she had given him months ago. She was sure
he’d thrown it out. Darting a glance across the lawn, she saw him coming toward
her in all his daunting glory and the women were gone. “I can’t compete with them,”
she admitted, “I should go.”


“Race is already over.”
A small rustle of branches told her the Lieutenant had pulled back into the brush
line.


She stared at the
ground, not having the nerve to look at him as Thane knelt down in front of her.
His fingers slowly wove between hers. She waited for him to say something, but instead
he reached for her other hand, and pulled her up and against his chest.


A flock of birds took
off in her heart as his palm gently roamed down her back. He leaned in and
breathed in her ear, his words separating her blood and making it boil. “You’re
not going to get lazy on me now, are you? We have work to do.”


She didn’t know where
she found the courage, but she looked up into his eyes, very aware her breasts
were pinned to his chest, and her breath came in short little gasps. No man’s
eyes had ever stopped her heart, but his did, all the time.


“You’re so beautiful to
me,” he murmured as if he didn’t even realize he was saying it out loud.


“You lied to me.”


“I’ve never lied to
you, Kayla.” Before she could argue his lips fell on hers in an attack, dropping
any defense she thought about mustering. Streaks of heat scorched through her,
and sparked between her thighs. He curled her closer as his kiss became hungrier.
Every second that ticked by, she lost more of her control, meeting his attack
and pushing it one notch higher. Both his hands buried themselves into her hair,
and he tempted her mouth to open until his tongue met hers.


“I’m dreaming,” she
said, her eyes closed feeling the tingle of his kiss on her mouth even though
he’d pulled away.


Resting his lips
against her ear, the tip of his tongue followed the arc with a moist sweep. “All
my dreams are about you.” He tipped her chin to look at him. “Please tell me
between the nightmares, I’m in yours.”


Did she want to become
another plaque on his wall? If she allowed her emotions to lead the way, he’d
rush in and destroy all her defenses. “They have to remain as dreams.”


“I don’t want to ache
with need for you any more, Kayla. I need to know you to trust me.”


His mouth powered down
on hers with a ferocity that knocked her reason off its feet.



 

* * * *



 

Thane knew he had an
audience, but it didn’t stop the gates from crashing down under the weight of
his need for her. He thought he knew the man inside him, and he only meant to
kiss her once—gently, but he kept kissing her. Desire shackled him until there
was no room to move.


He’d wasted enough
time. She was the only option. His decision was final. He wanted her, and God
help anything that got in his way, and that included both their pasts.


Night had fallen on
them quickly, but he only realized it when she pulled away from him. “I want
you, Kayla, but I guess that’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?”


She looked at him with
an expression of shock, and maybe even a little fear. “Are you kidding, they,
they’re…” she started to sputter.


“Nothing, compared to
you,” he finished, at the same time guiding her away from the trees.


“Stop it. Are you
really going to stand there and try and tell me those women just popped up and
you haven’t been with them?”


A small laugh escaped
him. “I’m not going to lie and say I didn’t try to get you out of my head, but
it never worked. Every woman paled once you walked into my life.”


“I’m leaving. We can
practice tomorrow. You can call your girlfriends back.”


He nodded. “Practice is
over,” he agreed, “we’re moving forward.”


No matter how much stress
she endured, her voice always remained steady, but it wasn’t now. “Are you
going to let go of me?”


“Never. I want you to
surrender—to me.” Drawing her close, he kissed her again, wanting to remove any
stitch of uncertainty in her mind. He continued to back up toward the pool.
When they reached the patio, his hands slipped to the hem of her shirt, and his
fingers brushed against her soft skin, catching the fabric and sliding it over
her head.


“I…” she breathed.


“You are intoxicating,”
he said, dropping her shirt to the patio tiles. His hands swept across the lace
of her bra, and she stilled like a frightened deer. “Kayla—” His eyes darted to
hers. “Baby, I’m not going to stop this time unless you tell me to.” Her body
only shifted a little, but the movement was toward him, not away. The catch
between her beautiful breasts drew his fingers, and without taking his eyes
from hers, he released it. The lace fell away with a light sweep of his hand, and
he gently circled then rolled her nipples. His breath caught, seeing her lashes
flutter closed and her lips separate as if she needed more air.


The pull to make love
to her, to feel every part of her fired him to keep going. Desire took the helm,
and he gently squeezed the flesh between his lips, sucking it into his mouth,
flicking the sensitive point. Her gasp of pleasure hardened him, and he ran his
teeth over the tip in response. “I surrender,” he breathed, running his moist
tongue across her pebbled peak.


When her hands slid
down his chest, he didn’t waste time and tore his shirt over his head. Feeling
her skin, warm and soft against his was all he’d dreamed about. “You drive
every reasonable thought out of my mind, Kayla. Now, I want to push everything
out of yours, except me.” Sitting down on the lounger, he drew her toward him. Following
the deep curve of her waist down to her full hips made his chest rise and fall
with heavy breaths. Catching her pants in his fingers, he followed the swerve
of her thighs, slipping them down her legs.


He had to hear her say
it. “Do you still want me?” What if he’d held her away too long, and she’d come
to her senses while he lost his? Gently, he caressed her belly with light
kisses waiting for her answer, his heart raging. When she didn’t, he slowly
turned his gaze to her, and his pulse raced thinking she was going to pull away.


“I…was drunk that night
in Arizona, Commander. I shouldn’t have…”


He grabbed her hand and
pulled it to his lips, kissing the palm. “Yes, you should have, and so should
have I.” He had to tell her the truth in order to earn hers. “Kayla—I’ll never forget
that night. When you stood in front of me you looked at me as if you’d never
laid eyes on a man before.” He remembered how her fingers reached out to cover
the end of his swollen head with her sweet silk. She’d done it with such
innocence and purity. Knowing what she had been through, he now understood how
important that moment had been. It was trust she’d offered with her touch. “It was
the most erotic moment of my life. But if I’d moved, I would have hurt you, my
lust was so out of control. I had to stop myself, but I’ve never stopped wanting
you.”


“Misdirection?” she
whispered.


“None.” He had control
now, and little by little he payed out the rope of desire for her. “Kayla, I
want to taste every beautiful part of you. Tell me I didn’t wait too long.” He licked
his way down to the heat between her legs. A small tremble fluttered beneath
her skin. His erection jerked when he lapped at the stream of silk glistening
between her thighs, and followed it up to her sweet sex. God, she was wet, and
he knew his dreams were about to come true, if only she’d give them both a
second chance.


Her hand came down on
his shoulder and like a cat, with a slow seductive crawl, one leg stretched
across him to straddle the lounger. Her answer—clear, and his desire went off
like a illumination flare. Capturing her ass, he pressed his mouth against her
flesh, tasting her. A small cry escaped her throat, but she tried to swallow
it.


“Uh-huh,” he ordered
gently. “Don’t hold yourself back, sweetheart. I want you to feel the heat.” He
teased the very tip of her, and her fingers clenched his shoulders. “Baby, I
want you to lose yourself in my hands,” he whispered, wanting to be in total
command of her pleasure. The smell of her made his tongue lash out hungrily,
and he sucked her firm nub with sharp little pulls and followed with long, lazy
circles. With the sensual play, her hips began to sway in answer to him. His
hand snaked up her leg, and gently he plunged into her channel, teasing the
points he knew would make her lose reason, stroking her moist sex with his
thumb at the same time. Her body shuddered with every pass, and a cry of
pleasure.


Pulling his zipper open,
he released himself. Gently, he slid his fingers through her wetness, and then stroked
her silk along the length of his shaft. Her entire body vibrated watching him.
“Ah, you like to watch,” he growled, and buried his face between her thighs, sucking
her juices onto his tongue, building his need with every delicious taste of her
flesh and with his touch.


She pulled away from his
mouth. “Thane,” she breathed.


“Let go, Kayla. I want
you to remember every beautiful thing I do to you.” Her passion spiraled with
the figure eights he drew around her silky folds. Inching down the lounger, he
filled his palms with her ass and pulled her swollen sex over his mouth. Circling
the rim of her channel, his seduction bloomed and he buried his tongue deep inside
her. Her cries grew louder, and it was like pouring the coals into his already
fevered attack. “Come for me, baby.” He flattened his tongue and lapped her
entire sex, thrusting his tongue into the velvety canal with every pass.


“Oh, God, Thane.”


Her body shook in his
hands, her restraint breaking. God help him, she was hot. “Don’t hold it back,
baby.” He’d dreamed of this from the second he’d seen her. Holding her now was still
a dream, and he wanted to reach every bit of darkness inside her, every betrayal
and wash it away with his touch.


“Thane,” she gasped,
her breath catching in her throat.


He groaned, his
erection hardened past reason. Flicking his tongue with extra pressure, he pushed
her to the edge. She cried out as her body seized and her nails dug into him,
the orgasm erupting inside her.


Oh,
yeah.
His heart thundered in his chest as he suckled her, slowing down, matching the
jolts of her body as ecstasy released her from its grip. Holding her hips
lightly, he waited until he knew she had experienced all of it, then pulled her
down to sit on his stomach. He leaned in, resting his head in the valley
between her lovely breasts. Listening to the heavy, deep pulse of her heart beating
against his cheek centered him.


“Thane.” Her sexy voice
sent a snake of excitement coiling through him. “I could never make you feel
that good,” and his hunger hit a new high when her soft lips found his and for
the very first time she kissed him.


His tongue met hers,
soft and wet, and he probed, lingering, enjoying every arousing second. Lying back,
he tried to calm himself, looking up at the stars with her cheek against his
chest. “I have never wanted a woman more than I want you.” She leaned over,
fluttering a trail of butterfly kisses down his taut stomach. Deep gusts of air
left his lungs as he ran his fingers through the loose, soft waves of her hair.
Raising his hips, he helped her rid him of his pants.


“Kayla?” he whispered.
She looked into his eyes, her vulnerability so easy to see. The men who used
her body were predators not lovers. Lapierre jumped into his mind, but he
crushed him after a split second of thankfulness for saving her life. “I’ve
held you in my arms so many times, and I’ve cherished every time.”


Honesty always shone in
her eyes, as did all her emotions. He could read every expression after months
of watching her so closely. It had been hell keeping his hunger for her at bay,
but there was no retreating now. His mouth roamed across her curves, savoring
every one. “Kayla, make love to me.” He gave her control and the heat in her
eyes told him all he needed to know. She snaked her body down his, and her
wetness stroked the tip of his head making his entire soul shake with anticipation.


She caressed his shaft,
enveloping him in her moist fold, her sweet silk covered his head twisting
everything inside him into uncontrollable need. “You feel amazing, Kayla—” He
palmed her cheeks, gazing into her eyes. “Make us one,” he whispered on her
lips. Her silk drizzled down her thighs and against his, and then he was where
he wanted to be, her velvet channel flowed over him.


With the first stroke,
he grasped her hips. “Lord help me,” he groaned, trying to control himself. He possessed
her lips with a ferocious attack and she took him inside her, to the hilt—grinding
her hips against his. With long, delicious strokes, she began to ride him, and
the heat boiled over inside him. A penetrating moan of pleasure thrust itself
from his throat. The instinctive yearning to fill her with his warm seed
swarmed inside him.


“Sweetheart,” he
breathed out trying to relax, but the rush of blood and the burning desire to bury
himself deep and fast took over. Her muscles tightened around him, sending an
erotic call for him to answer. “Baby, ah shit, you feel good,” he hissed.


The heat inside him
turned into one beautiful pulse, ripping through him. His fingers came down on her
sensitive flesh and he circled it. Her body arched back and she undulated her
hips like no woman had ever done to him before. Her beauty unfolded before his
very eyes, the real Kayla, open, free. When her muscles spasmed hard, clutching
his shaft tightly, it felt like lips gripping him with sweet acceptance.


“My beautiful mermaid.”
A roar escaped his throat as heat ate him up.


She pushed him deep
inside her and like a wave breaking on the shore, she broke against him. “Thane,”
she cried out, molding her body to his, quaking with another release.


Hearing her cry out his
name made him penetrate her with quick deep, thrusts. Her muscles sucked on his
swollen shaft. Pulling her tight against him, a flash of heat tore through him.
His body exploded, his warm seed jettisoning inside her. He hung onto her with a
fierce longing as she rode him, her body still quaking in his arms. Every
movement made him shudder.


He clutched her in his
arms like he was hanging on to life itself. “Kayla,” he whispered into her hair.
The sounds of the night returned as did his senses, and he kissed her deeply.
Goddamn, he had a condom in his wallet, and the realization hit him hard. His mind
stilled on an image. He saw Kayla in his arms, and he saw children, but he
didn’t just see them. He wanted them. The whole crazy, loud, messy insanity of
a family. Be damned the risk. He didn’t have a future without the woman in his
arms.


His hands rose to her
cheeks and he brushed her lips, a grin twisting his own. “If that doesn’t drive
the Blood Shark to the end of his chain, nothing will.”


Kayla’s jaw clenched
tight. She yanked herself from his arms, and whisked her clothes from the
ground. “Yeah, that should bring him around,” she said, taking every ounce of
emotion from her voice.


He sat up straight, his
brow rippling. “Kayla—what?” Stunned,  he
watched her march toward his house. “What the hell?” he muttered, looking
around the tree line. Half a moon glowed and gave enough light to see dark outlines,
but not definition.


“Commander—” Mace said drawing
out the title.


“What?” he snapped,
remembering his entire team had just shared their most intimate moment.


Mace cleared his
throat. “Sir, you realize what you just said, right?”


He grabbed his pants
and yanked them onto his legs. He paused and then pushed himself to his feet.
“Report, Lieutenant Cobbs, anything?”


“Nothing, Commander, if
he’s lurking he’s just observing.”


“Then you’re relieved
for the night. Get some sleep, men.” Only the rustle of foliage in his earpiece
gave away his teams extraction, but he caught no movement with his eyes.


As he walked toward the
house, he heard Cobbs. “Thane…”


“Stand down, Pat, I’ll
watch her.”


“Listen, old friend,
you know you have to fix this, right?”


“Fix what?” he growled,
but the guilt already bit into his guts. He realized once Mace had prompted
him, what his words must have sounded like to her. That’s not what he had meant
to say.


Silence returned, and
then a sigh followed. “Are you bringing her in tomorrow morning?”


“I think I will. She
needs to work. It’ll make her feel more at ease. She needs normal right now.
She’s scared, although she hides it better than most men.”


“Maybe that’s because
she feels alone, even with us around her. She’s lived through a lot already,
and now she has to face this.”


Cobbs knew him better
than anyone did, so he didn’t take offense with his next words.


“She’s not just a
regular woman. Kayla is missing in action, Thane. No one can go through that
many years of abuse and not be affected. You’re either going all the way or
you’re going to walk away. Don’t hurt her worse than she already is.”


He pushed the back door
open, locked it behind him and scanned the empty room. Leaning against the door,
he swayed his head in resignation. “I know, Pat. Why the hell do I always say
the wrong thing to her? And that was the worst thing I could have said, wasn’t
it?”


“Yup. See ya tomorrow, Ghost.”


“Send Marg my love,
okay?”


“You know I will. She
worries about you, too. She says she’ll keep doing it until someone relieves
her of duty, and she hopes it’s Kayla.”


His brow wrinkled with
doubt. “I just blew my only chance tonight with the most amazing woman I’ve
ever known. How the hell could I have screwed that up?” He walked down the hall
and checked the bathroom.


“See, I always knew
there was hope for you, Ghost, but the beauty of women is they’ll usually
forgive us for saying stupid shit.”


His shoulders rose with
a laugh. “Night, Pat.”


“Roger, out.”


“Kayla?” Eyes
everywhere, and with a hurried step he searched the darkened house. “Kayla?” He
tugged on the garage door, still locked. “Kayla, answer me.”


A door slammed shut down
the hallway. That’s not a good sign. Standing in front of the closed guest room
door, he took a deep breath. Kayla was pissed. “Kayla, I—”


“Take a hike,” shot
through the door.


“Open the door. If
we’re going to fight, it’s going to be face to face.”


“I don’t need to see
your face right now. Good night, Commander.”


He exhaled, trying to
keep his patience, but the two inches of wood between them was pissing him off.
Crazy words threatened to spill from his mouth, but he resisted. Too many years
of making love to women and leaving them without a second thought had ingrained
itself. Too many missions, too many funerals seeing the sorrow in the widow’s
eyes as he laid a folded flag in their shaking hands stopped him.


“Kayla, open the
fuckin’ door.” He heard her tenacious footsteps fall away and the creak of the
frame as she sat on the bed. Maybe leaving her alone would be best. Christ, he
didn’t know, this was a first for him. Shuffling a woman out of his house on
the rare occasion he did have one over was never an issue and of paramount
importance. He rested his palm on the raised wood panel. “We have spent every
night in each other’s arms for two weeks.” When silence returned, he slid down
the pine-stained door, and sat on the floor crossing his arms over his knees. “Is
this the silent treatment?” Leaning his head back, he closed his eyes.


“Go to bed, Commander
Austen.”



 

* * * *



 

Thane’s eyes shot open
and he craned his neck to see the clock on his nightstand staring back at him. Zero
two-thirty hours. The sound that must have pulled him from sleep came again. Kayla
was crying out. Throwing the blankets, he strode down the hall and listened.
Reaching for the knob, he rolled his eyes as it turned in his hand. Why the
hell hadn’t he tried the door earlier?


Filling the doorway, he
took a quick scan of the room. The streetlight splashed the floor with a diffused
glow. Kayla struggled with her demons as she did every night. Sweat covered her
body, and her arms jerked then stilled. Standing over her, knowing what she was
fighting in her mind, his anger dissolved. Biting his cheek, he stared down at
her. The strength she had to possess to deal with her past and not fold to her
demons amazed him. Lying down, he curled her in his arms. “Sweetheart, he can’t
hurt you anymore,” he whispered, gathering her heated body against his. “I’ve
got you.” Within a few seconds, she relaxed.


Kayla draped her leg
across his. Dipping his head, he nestled his chin against her hair. “Have to
leave,” she mumbled, and then her breathing eased. The long draws of a peaceful
sleep tempting her.


He didn’t want to
contemplate what his life without Kayla would be like. The answer came with one
word—empty.


Once he was sure the
nightmares had been driven back, he left her. For the next two hours he stared
at the ceiling, resisting the urge to return to her. What they’d shared would
stay with him forever. He ignored the immediate agreement of his erection, and
tried to sleep.



 

* * * *



 

Thane held out a cup to
her when she walked into the kitchen the next morning. She expected anger,
instead—he pushed the milk carton and sugar toward her with a worried
expression. “One cream, and a half sugar.”


A quick snap of guilt ricocheted
inside her. “Thank you.” She poured it quickly and then headed for the deck.


Waking with a clear head,
she’d decided Thane was not going to be twisted up in her troubles any more.
Sitting down on the wooden stairs, she stared into the sky. A few small cumulus
clouds dotted the otherwise clear celestial dome.


He sat down beside her.
“You are a pain in the ass.”


This time she wasn’t
falling for the bait to prod her into an argument. Slowly she raised her chin,
her heart racing, but she folded it in a cold hand of refusal. “No,” she looked
over her shoulder at him. “I’m a pain in your
ass. Let the police do their job and you go do yours.”


“I am doing my job. We
serve and protect.”


“Not one person,” she
said, attempting to get up, but he laid a strong hand on her arm for her to
stop.


“Sometimes we do.”


“Somebody important,
not someone like me.”


“You are important.
You’re important to me.”


“I know. I’m the bait,
and I’ll do my part.” Downing her coffee in a couple gulps, she lingered on the
split second of warmth it gave her, then took a deep breath. “I’ll take the bus
to work, and I’m going home tonight.”


“We need to talk about
last night.”


“No, we don’t.”


He followed her into
the kitchen. Grabbing her overnight bag, she headed for the door, but he stood
in front of it with his arms crossed. When she looked at him, he shook his head
at her as if exasperated. “You’re not bait, and I—”


“I know—you’re like the
Mounties. You always get your man.”


“Sit,” he ordered, and
pointed at his couch.


“Bite me.” She almost
stunned herself with that one, but obviously, it stunned him more when his eyes
popped open. Then guilt, which had no business taking a stroll through her
heart, made her pause. “Listen, I get it. I’m okay with it, and I don’t need to
talk about it.”


“You don’t get squat. Sit
the fuck down, Ms. Banks.”


Making a big production
of scanning the ground around her, she then looked up at him. “I don’t see a
military base around here, do you, SEAL? There’s about three kilometers of road
between here and there. I’m going to work. You can take it out on me there.”


“You’re not working
today, sit.”


“Then I’m going home.
Either way, I’m not staying here with you.”


“Fine, you want to be
obstinate—go.” He opened the door with a sharp tug. “If you want to pretend what
happened between us last night meant nothing, great, so will I.” His eyes grew
fierce.


She brushed by him
ignoring his anger. “Good, put me on your ‘been there, done that’ list.”


An angry growl rumbled from
him. “You’re the one running away, not me.”


At the bottom of the steps,
she turned to look up at him. He always had to have the last word, well not
this time. “You have a country to protect. I have a job to do. Obviously, we crossed
the line. Transfer me, soon.”


He nodded sharply. “You
want a transfer, you got it.” The door closed with a heavy bang.


God, he was such a hardheaded
egomaniac, and he’d gotten the last word in—again. Standing at the bus stop,
she mulled over their intimate moments in her mind. His words to her while they
made love kept tumbling over each other, but she couldn’t make sense of any of
them. They’d resisted each other for so long. Why last night? Suddenly she
realized Thane’s car was parked against the curb a foot away from her. The
window lowered.


“Get in, we can fight
some more on the way to work.”


She concentrated on the
lady walking her dog across the street. Dressed in his uniform, Thane got out
of the car and approached, looking like one very angry, profoundly large man.
The two other people at the bus stop took a step backwards. He stopped only
inches from her, but didn’t touch her, leaving his hands on his hips. “You’re
not bait, all right, and you should know that.”


Her bus rounded the
corner and trundled toward them. “My bus is coming.” Her heart hammered in her
chest with Thane staring down at her. “It was mind-blowing sex, is that what
you need to hear? And it will never happen again.” She shrugged. “There you go,
you’ve heard it.”


Thane’s mouth tightened
into a thin line then he turned and opened the passenger door. “Get in.”


It was easy for anyone
to see he was vibrating mad. “Want to hit me, don’t you? Go ahead, get it out
of your system.”


“What?” His expression
disintegrated into confusion. “Kayla, I could never do that.” He gently grabbed
her shoulders. “If this is a test you can consider it over right now. You can
push my buttons all you want, but I will never hurt you.”


She almost caved with
the sorrowful look in his eyes. Believing in him had always been easy for her, it
was herself she didn’t trust. “I have to go, Commander.” He looked terribly
unbalanced, and that didn’t happen—ever. “You’re the first man I’ve…well you
know…in a long time. I understand why you did it, and it was the right thing to
do. We have to catch the Shark so no one else will die. I can stand on my own
two feet. I don’t need your protection or your concern.” She swallowed heavily,
knowing every word was a damn lie. “But we can never do that again because you
push all my buttons, too. The ones that make me into a woman who doesn’t want
to be alone any more. Who thinks you’re the most amazing man she’s ever known, no
doubt like all the other women who’ve spent a minute with you. That’s more
dangerous than the Shark will ever be to me.”


He blinked at her and
for once, she got the last word, and stepped onto the bus.

















 


 


 

Chapter Twenty-Five



 

She worked her last
shift of the set and it was a busy one. Sleep deprived, she was wearing down. Revealing
her thoughts to Thane had worked. He gave her space, at least physically, but
he called her every night wanting to come see her. Her answer was a resounding,
“No.” He said they needed to talk.
Since when did men want to talk? Last
night had been the hardest.


“I’m coming over and you
better open the door,” the Commander said, sounding more unsure than
threatening.


“Not happening.”


“Why?” he shot back.
“My men shouldn’t be there, I should.”


“Send the team home.” A
four-man shift watched her every night. She always brought the guys in and made
them dinner. They tried so hard to make her feel at ease, and she tried hard to
make them go home, but they’d give her a hug and kiss, and resume their post until
morning. Thane didn’t come as far as she knew, at least she didn’t see him.


“I will, if you let me
come over.”


“Whatever you need to
say, you can say it on the phone.”


“I want to say it in
person.”


Maybe the Ghost realized
he had gone too far trying to the catch the bad guy. “You don’t have to screw
me to entice the Shark. Send your men home and he’ll come.”


“That’s not why I made
love to you.”


“Screwed.”


“Made love.” The words recoiled
like a powerful rifle and then he fell silent.


Her heart constricted
wanting to believe him, but the man whore of Coronado wasn’t going to change
his spots. “Bullshit. Now send the guys home, because they won’t listen to me.”


A heavy knock on her
door made her mouth gape. She didn’t have to open it to know there was a very
powerful, exceedingly handsome warrior standing on the other side of it. “Go—home.”


“I’ll stand in the
hallway like an idiot and talk on the phone if I have to.”


She walked to the door
and pressed her hand against it. Peering in the eyehole, she saw he was doing
the same thing. “Start talking.”


“Kayla—” His forehead
leaned against the wood. “I guess I deserve this.”


Toeing the tile in her
entry, she shrugged to herself. In a quiet voice, she said, “The guys need to
be with their families, and you need to go on a mission. Why don’t you call
Libby? Say good night, Commander.” She hung up the phone before giving him the
chance.



 

* * * *



 

Thank God this was her
last shift and she had four days off. She was exhausted, and all she wanted to
do was go home and fall into bed, but each night she spent reading, listening
for every sound, she hadn’t gotten used to living in the Landing. Shivering, the
air conditioning turned the ambient air to meat locker cold, and she wrapped
her sweater tightly around her shoulders.


“Kayla, what if I come
over after work and stay with you tonight?” Gord said, laying a hand on her
shoulder. “You’ve got a spare room.”


She gave him a tired
smile. “No, I don’t want you guys anywhere around me right now.” Gord and Barry
had both offered several times already. She was so bloody tired she couldn’t
stop the tears, and they simply gushed from her eyes.


“Kayla, come on, it’s
going to be all right,” he said, wrapping her in his tall, lanky frame. He
rested his chin on the top of her head. “They’re going to catch him. You just
have to hang on a little longer,” he whispered.


Her whole body shuddered
with the overwhelming feeling of hopelessness, and she let go, soaking his
shirt, her body heaving with sobs.


Gord’s grasp lightened.
“She’ll be all right. She just needs to stop worrying about making sure
everyone else isn’t worrying,” he said to someone who walked up behind them.


Another hand grasped
her arm and gently turned her as Gord stepped away. “Kayla,” Thane’s voice said
softly, “Sweetheart, please let me take you home with me tonight. You need to
sleep, and I can see you haven’t been.”


She obviously hadn’t
emptied the pond, because her tears continued to splash from her eyes. Thane held
her against his strength, and she hung onto him because she simply had nothing
else. His warmth gave her the few seconds respite she needed. “I’ll be fi—,” the
words catching in her throat. “I’m sorry, Commander, I’ll get it together.”


She tried to step away,
but he held her tighter and rested his cheek against her head. “I know you will
be—in my arms. You have every right to hate me, but you don’t understand. I’ll
always protect you, Kayla, because I—”


“Commander, I have some
paperwork for you to sign before the end of the day,” Karen said, stepping into
view.


Kayla quickly turned
her head away from the young girl, embarrassment washing through her.


“Oh! Poor Kayla. It
can’t be easy dealing with the thought someone’s going to kill you, and he’s
never missed yet.”


“Miss Harrison,” the
Commander’s voice rumbled like two tectonic plates coming together. “Put the
paperwork on my desk, and then clear out yours. Your position here is
terminated.”


“What?” she squawked.
“Commander, I—”


“Gord, call security
have them escort Miss Harrison from the base.”


“Yes, sir.”


The quick click of Miss
Harrison’s heels left them, but not before she muttered, “Arrogant bastard.
What does he want with a bitch like her?”


Thane’s chest muscles
flexed and she tightened her grip.


“Come on, we’re going
home.” He reached down and picked up her bag, giving Gord
a quick nod. “She’ll be safe, and—” He paused. “I’m not a bad cook. She’s been
making my team fat all week. Now it’s her turn.”


Gord planted one on her
cheek. “Love ya, Kayla, be good.”


She nodded, wiping the
tears from her eyes as the Commander kept his arm around her and led her from
the center. He paused in the door to his office. “We’re heading home, Red.
Kayla’s had enough, I want her to rest.”


Captain Redding crossed
the room with a sympathetic smile on his lips. “He’ll take good care of you,
Kayla. I wouldn’t trust my best girl with just anyone.”


Her tears found a
completely new reservoir when the captain squeezed her tightly in an
all-encompassing, protective hug, like a real father would.


The Captain rubbed his
thumbs across her cheeks and gave the Commander a worried glance. “Ghost, I
need to talk to you.”


Thane followed him into
the office, and the Captain gave her a wink. “I’ll give him back in a second,” then
closed the door. She headed for the bathroom to splash some cold water on her
face.



 

* * * *



 

“What’s going on, Red?”


Red let out a long breath.
“Listen, I just took a call while you were in the ops room. HQ wants your squad
out in the field. A woman who’s been working for us in Panama was keeping tabs
on Chico Lemas. She’s disappeared, and they’re pretty sure he’s got her. You
remember him?”


“Yeah. We should have
buried the fucking guy years ago.”


“Well, he’s switched
from just drug running to supporting a cell planted in Panama City. He’s
providing them with money, a lot of it.”


He glanced at the
floor, his jaw tightening. “I’ll send Team Three.”


Red’s eyes widened with
surprise. “They want your team. The extraction is going to be hot and heavy.
She’s being held in the jungle fifty clicks from the city. There’s plenty of
reinforcements and sympathetics who’ll help, just to kill off a few Americans.”


“Team Three has good
men,” he said stiffly, but wavering at the same time.


“You’re not listening,
Ghost. They want you to lead the mission.”


He raised his eyes to
meet Red’s and bit down hard with indecision. “When do they want us to deploy?”


Red crossed his arms. “Tonight.”


He closed his eyes, the
warrior speaking louder in his head. It held more ground, simply because it had
been in him longer.


Red shook his head.
“You’re the only Commander who goes in with his team. They’re desperate for
what this woman knows, but I need you to hear the goddamn truth for a change.”


Red hadn’t spoken to
him like this for twenty years. Suddenly he was the young seaman again, and Red
the man he respected and modeled his entire life after.


“Thane, you’ve given
every fucking ounce of your life to the service, and for some reason you’re not
at the foot of a headstone.” He tilted his head and said, “Every man needs to
feel what you’re feeling right now, once in his life. And if you’re smart
you’ll never let it go.” His eyes narrowed. “Tell them to go fuck themselves.”


Of all the words he
imagined hearing from his old mentor, those weren’t it. “I’ll send Three,” he
said, without another second of doubt.


Red nodded slowly, and
then an enormous grin cracked open on his face. He reached out and placed a
hand on his shoulder. “The flowers were a nice touch, son, but you’re gonna
have to work harder than that with her, you know that?”


A laugh rolled from his
chest. Red walked across the room, the limp showing up today more than it
normally did. They were all getting older.


“It’s not too late, you
know,” he said, plunking down in his chair. “You and Kayla would make beautiful
babies, and I wouldn’t mind being called Uncle Red.”


His brow wrinkled with
humor. “Getting a little ahead of yourself there, Red.”


The Captain’s brow
crooked high on his forehead as he leaned over his desk. “Am I?”


He shook his head, but
reserved comment.


“Do you think there’ll
ever be another Kayla? Things will change, they have to, because you or she
won’t be able to remain in this department if you plan on having a future
together.”


“She doesn’t want a
future with me,” he said quietly. He’d given up on trying to talk with her
after she’d left him standing outside her condo. Like a vulture, he’d swooped
down and taken advantage of her weak moment today, but he wasn’t going to take
it for granted either.


“She might be sticking
her spines out, but she’s doing it for a reason. You just don’t see it yet.”


He couldn’t argue with
that. Obviously, she wasn’t as moved by the experience as he was. Making love
to her had affected him deeply and permanently. It swarmed in his mind hourly.
Walking around with a twenty-four hour hard-on was uncomfortable if not
frustrating. Yet, it wasn’t the sex. Every time he looked into the future, her
image sat boldly there, taunting him.


“Since you’re giving me
half an ear, I want you to consider something else.”


He stopped with his
hand on the doorknob.


“Your promotion has
been approved. I know you don’t want it because you won’t be able to join your
men in combat anymore. The brass isn’t going to let you waste away there for
long. They’re looking at you for the next Admiral West Coast Chain. It’s time,
Ghost. For you and for Kayla, it’s time to step out of the theater. I want you
to seriously consider this.”


“See ya, Red.” He
wasn’t going to argue. The Captain was still the master in a war of words. He’d
be lying anyway if he tried to deny the fact he hadn’t been considering his
options and his tomorrows.


“Son—”


He twisted, knowing
what was coming.


“You’ve never had a
mission as important as this one. I don’t want to lose either of you, but if she
dies, I know I’ll lose both of you. Don’t fuck it up.”



 

* * * *



 

Kayla sat silently watching
Thane prepare dinner. Caught in her thoughts, she circled the flecks of granite
on his kitchen countertop with a fingertip. Thane wanted to see her smile
again, filling the room and him with joy. As a SEAL, he and the others had to
bear so much ugliness, and still remain sane and involved in a civilian world.
He finally understood why his men juggled the stress of family life and
warfare, and it was because their families were their solace and their
strength. Coming home was always the prize. Until Kayla, he’d had nothing to covet.


“What do you think his
thing is?” she asked, pulling him from his thoughts.


“His thing?” He forked
the vegetables he’d finished cutting with olive oil and sprinkled them with
seasoning.


“Why do you think he does
it? What pushed him there? Is it a sexual dysfunction, did his mother abandon
him, abuse him, and now he’s pissed about it? What?” She gazed out his front
window vacantly.


He wondered if she was
deliberating on her past or her present. A time would present itself when he’d
have to admit he knew about hers. If he had to predict her reaction, he
surmised she’d run from him or at least pull away, and that’s why he hadn’t
prompted her. “You’re talking about a profile.”


“I guess,” she said
quietly.


He seriously considered
changing the subject, but he knew it would piss her off if he treated her like
a helpless child. “Manchester let me take a look at the file they’ve built from
the victims. They’re looking for a male forty to fifty years old. Probably
someone who is abusive in his relationships, a laborer, and,” He paused. She
finally turned her eyes on him. “And yes there’s a definite sexual dysfunction.
All the women were sexually violated prior to death.”


She nodded and stared
out his front window again. He laid down the forks and rounded the island. “I
know it’s hard, but I want you to try and forget, just for tonight,” he said,
pulling her gently from the chair.


“You want to go
bowling?” she asked dryly.


A smile cracked his
lips. An eternal spark always flickered inside her, and it gave him hope too. “Nope,
I want you to go change.”


“Change into what? I
should be helping you with dinner instead of sitting here like a useless sail
without wind.”


“I’ve got dinner
covered, now go get changed and come back here. You’re going into the Jacuzzi
before we eat. I want you to relax.” His cheeks puckered as a little glint
brightened her eyes.


“I could do that.”


He turned her by her shoulders
and prodded her to go.


It didn’t take long for
her to return with a sheer sundress draped across her like a second skin.
Instantly, he realized violet was his favorite color, seeing the fading hues of
purple covering her curves. As she walked in, she swept her waves of hair onto
the top of her head, and clipped it in place. Small wisps fell from the sexy
mop, curling around her cheeks, and his pulse began to thump hard. She always
kick-started his heart, but now it was in a race for its life. The dark colors
and sobering outfits she wore to work never failed to impress, but she couldn’t
conceal her softness and femininity. “I’ll bring out the wine,” he said,
jerking his head toward the patio doors.


Suddenly her hands
swept to her mouth and she covered a gasp. The glass dish thunked onto the
counter. “What’s wrong?” his heart pounding.


“I just remembered it’s
your birthday. How could I have forgotten?” She clutched his hands. “I’m so
sorry.”


“Kayla,” he took a
relieved breath and drew her against him. “Sweetheart, I got my present didn’t
I?” Her brow twisted with confusion. “Remember? I wanted you to live with me.”


“I’m not living here.
I’m hiding here.”


“Details,” he said grinning
down at her. “Airlines on my speed dial. I could have us somewhere hot in five
hours or less.” He stretched for his phone lying on the counter. “You want to
take me to the Seychelles, be my guest.”


She covered his hand.
“Stop. I’m not much good as bait if I’m lying on a beach somewhere.”


She wasn’t bait. He’d
never allow that, but she was right. They couldn’t end this now, if he took her
away. “Jacuzzi is good to go. Get your little ass in there.”


“Little ass? Who the
hell are you kidding?”


He gave her a swat on
her behind as she walked away from him.


On his way back up from
the basement with a ten-year-old Beaujolais in his hands, and appreciating the cool
cellar relieving his overheated blood, he heard Tony. “Ahh, Commander?”


“Holy shit,” Nathan
blurted over top of him.


Nathan was a good
Catholic boy, and even when things got hot, his mouth never did.


“Commander,” Mace
cleared his throat. “You didn’t tell Kayla we were here, did you?”


“No, why?” he asked,
placing the bottle on the kitchen counter.


“Lucky son of a bitch,
Cobbs blurted, “Sorry, Thane, but fuck me.”


“What the hell are you talking
abou….” He looked outside and his hand jerked out, the bottle flying off the
counter and smashing on the floor. “Eyes front, men,” he ordered running for
the door.


“Oh, they’re front, all
right,” Mace groaned. “I’m never letting this image leave my brainpan.”


“Why’s she doing that?”
Cobbs asked, sounding a little breathless.


He lunged through the open
door, then stopped to try and control himself. “Get your eyes off her. She’d be
mortified if she knew you were watching.”


“Hey, you’ve seen my
wife, it’s only fair I see yours,” Cobbs piped back.


“Say what?” Tony and
Mace barked at the same time.


“Never mind,” he
growled.


Kayla stood near the
end of the deck. The dress she wore dangled from her fingers, the sheer
material only covering a small line of flesh down her middle. With her arm
wrapped around the pillar, she stared out at the backyard. Her olive skin
glowed in the ebbing light of the day and her hips swelled with smooth curves
to her waist. “She wants this over. I think she’s trying to drive the Shark
crazy, push him to show his hand.”


“She’s driving me
crazy,” Mace quipped. “And it’s getting mighty uncomfortable lying on my
stomach, Commander.”


He clenched his jaw. “Well
then don’t fucking look, Mace,” he ordered, but he was trapped himself in the
vision he saw in front of him.


Stretching out her arm,
she let the violet cover drop from her fingers and then she lay out on a lounge
chair catching the last brilliant ray settling in the backyard. Her hands
slowly roved across her skin until she reached her breasts and gently pinched
her nipples. No one made a sound, but he was pretty damn sure all of them were
watching. Her legs opened with a sensual slowness that brought his heart down
to a heavy, passionate thump. A hand caressed her inner leg as she rested her
feet on the ground. One arm draped behind her, burying her fingers in her hair.


She wasn’t going to…


Every set of eyes
watched her other hand slide between her legs. Stroking herself, her hips sensually
arched with the first clutch of passion.


“Oh, my God, Lord help
me,” Tony blurted. “Commander!”


It brought him out of
his daze, and he quickly walked across the patio, standing in front of her to
block the view. When her eyes opened, she pulled her glistening fingers to her
nipple and circled it slowly. He wanted to say something. He should say
something, but…


“Commander, let’s drive
him to the end of his chain,” she whispered, and reached for his hands.


He slowly straddled the
lounger, intent on taking her inside. Moisture glistened on her rose-colored
nipple, a trajectory his lips demanded he follow. “Kayla,” he breathed, and
then swallowed hard. She leaned forward and kissed him, and that’s all she
needed to do to break him. His hands wove themselves under her ass, sliding her
closer. Biting her breast gently sent a shallow quake through him.


“Extra-hot,” she gasped,
and began to unbutton his shirt.


Lunging forward, his
lust pushed at the barriers he’d tried so hard to put up. They were useless
against her touch. Grasping her hips, his mouth came down on the beautiful
little sensitive peak of flesh between her thighs, drawing it between his lips
and assaulting it with his tongue. The lines holding him to reality snapped. Both
her arms stretched behind her, hanging onto the top of the chair. Her hips rose
in his hands, rocking her flesh against his mouth. Driving his tongue into her
channel made her body pulse and his heart clench.


“Oh, God, Thane, that
feels so good.” She wove her fingers through his hair. “Please, I want—” but
she stopped herself.


Sucking on her peak gently,
he caressed her sex with his thumb at the same time. He wanted to do so many
things with her, but she’d have to trust him first. “What do you want, Kayla,
tell me?” he prodded, snaking his fingers behind her back and drawing her against
him. “I want to hear you say it.”


Together, in their bed,
they could say or do anything they wanted and leave the shades of evil in their
world behind them. Finally, he understood there was no safer place than in her
arms. Her eyes widened a little and he laid a tender kiss on her lips. Lead by
example wove through his mind and he grinned. “I want to hear your gorgeous
voice tell me you like it when my tongue runs across your sweet sex,” he said,
tempting her. “It sends me over the edge when I taste you.” He slid two fingers
inside her and her body responded clutching at them. “I want you to tell me you
want me to touch you like this.”


She placed her lips
against his ear. “What I want, Thane, is to feel you inside of me. Take command
of me,” she breathed.


“We’re going inside,”
he choked out.


“What? No,” she argued,
pulling away.


“Yes.” He wrapped his
hands around her ass and yanked her to his body. “This is about us, Kayla, not
about the Shark.”


A look of uncertainty
crossed her features. “This is about catching him, ending this,” she stated,
her forehead wrinkling.


“No, it’s not.” Her
inflamed lips called to his, and he brushed a kiss across them. The fact he
could even walk surprised him. He passed through the patio door and the smell
of wine assaulted his nose from the broken bottle on the floor.


“Commander—”


She was back to calling
him Commander, and he grinned at the thought. Did she realize she only called
him by his first name when he made love to her? He walked down the hallway, and
she was looking more and more uncertain with every step. In about five seconds
she was going to be back to calling him Thane, and she was going to be
screaming it. He turned and pressed his back against the door, pushing it open.


“This isn’t doing much
unless he’s got your house wired.”


She sounded too cute
when she talked like a techie. He laid her down on the sheets and his hands went
straight to his pants. The heat in her eyes scorched a trail down his abs as he
leaned over her. She made him feel like a powerful man with just one heated
look. Every muscle in him went taut, his chest flexing with the thought of
loving her.


She began to squirm
backward on the bed, which was fine by him. He needed room to do what he had
planned. Kayla was so small compared to him, and it meant holding back or he
might hurt her. It was something he’d never considered, before her. “It’s just
you and me, sweetheart, no one’s looking, no one’s…” He reached in his ear
turning off the piece and tossing it behind him. Her eyes darted to see what
he’d gotten rid of, then nervously stared back at him. “This is about me making love to you.” Running his hands up her legs, he spread her shapely thighs
and bit his way to her glistening fold. “You taste so good.” As soon as his
tongue began a slow, rhythmic movement across the center of her sex, she moaned
and fell back. “That’s it baby, easy.” His fingers joined in and he gently
entered her, feeling her flesh squeeze him.


“Thane, stop, I’m going
to…”


He grinned hearing his
name again, but he kept up the attack until she writhed in his hands. Her
whimpers of pleasure drove him crazy. Rolling over, he brought her with him. Closing
his eyes, he reveled in the soft skin of her thighs straddling his hips. “I
love it when you ride me, Kayla.” Palming the back of her head, he brought her
mouth to his. Her kiss disarmed him, and his heart swelled. “You belong in my
arms, sweetheart.”


Kayla taunted him, her
wet channel dancing across his pulsing head. His hips rose wanting more, but
she backed away, a grin tightening her lips. She was being playful, and warmth
spread through him, but the fire was close behind, and he wanted that, too.


“Sweetheart, you’re all
I want for my birthday, every single one I have left.” He clutched her ass and plunged
inside her. “You are so tight and wet it makes me want to come the second I’m
inside you.” Her muscles clenched him with his words, and it pulled a groan
from his throat. “Oh, yeah, do that again.”


“Oh, God, Thane, that
feels so beautiful,” she murmured, her full hips swaying in a way that sent him
spiraling out of control.


Her sensual cries
rippled through him. He’d never felt so close to a woman before or loved being inside
one as much as he loved being inside her. His body jerked when his gaze fell to
their joining. Her swollen nub—delicious—glided over his shaft. The
overwhelming urge to suck it into his mouth, and thrust inside her at the same
time overcame him. They were too perfect together. The friction pulled at his
desire, she pulled at his heart. The heat took over, her muscles milked him and
she rode him faster, leaning back on her palms, taking them higher until he
teetered.


“Oh, baby, you’re going
to come, I can feel it. Sweetheart, get off on me,” he groaned as the wave of her
orgasm clutched him and set him off at the same time. It racked his body and lasted
so long he thought he’d lose his mind. His seed pumped into her with forceful
spurts, mixing with her silk, and his body seized with blinding pleasure. “Kayla.”
Her name erupted with a loud shout from his throat as he shuddered out the last
of his release.


Finally, he opened his
eyes, his breath coming in choppy gusts. How the hell did such a little
creature rid him of every ugly thought? Full breasts brushed against his chest,
and her curls fell across his face when she leaned over to kiss his cheek, but
he turned his head and met her lips.


When she pulled away,
she looked embarrassed. “Next time we have to stay outside,” she stated.


He grinned. There was
going to be more than one next time. “Not a chance.” He gently rolled her over,
and followed the line of her cheek down to her chin with his finger. “I don’t
want an audience when I make love to you.” A shot of fear streaked through her
eyes. “The shower is through those doors,” he said motioning behind him. “I’m
going to finish dinner. I want you to take a nap. I’ll wake you up when it’s
ready.”


“Commander—”


Back to Commander, huh?
He’d have to work on that, too.


“Did you send me those
flowers?” Her dainty jaw tightened with her question as she searched his eyes.


Before he left her warmth,
he wanted one more kiss. For some reason he knew she was going to pull away
from him now. A smile twinged the edge of his lips. “Yes.” But before she could
ask why, and he knew she would, he wanted to brand her with a kiss he hoped she
would never forget, and in that kiss he’d leave his answer.



 

* * * *



 

The timer on the oven
beeped, and he pulled the glass casserole from the oven. He turned to go get Kayla
just as she wandered into the kitchen. Her hands were behind her back and she
looked…he wasn’t quite sure how to describe the expression, but it kind of
worried him. She shimmied onto the stool as he stepped to the oven. “Did you
sleep?” Instead of an answer, a sound caught his ear as something metal dropped
onto the granite countertop, and he swiveled. His earpiece lay there, and her
fingers began to click on the counter beside it, her brow rising. “Dinner’s
ready,” he said, and turned away. Shit.


“Commander,” she
growled, and it didn’t sound friendly.


“Come on, let’s eat,”
he prompted, but her gaze lobbed grenades at him. And for the first time in his
life he knew what the term chicken shit
meant.


“Who—exactly, is on the
other end of that?”


He leaned his knuckles
on the counter and found he really wasn’t brave enough to look at her. “Ah,
well—we use that to communicate to each other,” he said, and nodded once then
grabbed the casserole dish taking it to the table.


“I know what it is. I
asked who is on the other end of that?” She turned in her seat glaring at him.


Honesty was always the
right answer. “Ah, that would be the squad.” He gave her a tight smile and then
grabbed the new bottle of red he’d gotten from downstairs and poured two glasses.


“Commander!” she
barked.


Pivoting on his heel,
he bit down on the top of his lip.


“Is the team watching your…”
Her eyes squeezed tight with the thought and she clenched her jaw. “Are they
here?” she finished.


Raising his hand, he
rubbed the back of his neck. Guilt was not something he had ever been good at
hiding. “Yup.”


“Oh—my—God,” she spit
out, her hands flying to her face.


He broke out laughing. He
couldn’t bloody help it. She’d gone ten shades redder. “Kayla,” he began,
trying to stop from laughing harder. “Sweetheart, you’re beautiful and…well,
I’m sure they didn’t look.” Now that was the granddaddy of all lies.


“Ohhhhh,” she groaned
as if in pain, dropping her hands to her sides.


“But, I don’t think
Mace is ever going to be the same again.” He lost it then, and a roar of
laughter escaped him, however she was laughing too, albeit, still blushing deep
hues of red.


“I’ll never be able to
look them in the eyes again.”



 

* * * *



 

“What the hell is going
on in there?” Tony broke in.


“Don’t know, but they’re
definitely having a good time,” Cobbs said, smiling to himself. “I don’t think
I’ve ever seen him laugh that hard before.”


“Yeah, I’ll bet he had
a good time,” Mace growled, lying beside him.


“Ah, get over it Mace,”
Cobbs said chuckling. “They’re friggin’ perfect together, you know that.”


The lit kitchen glowed
with warmth, and his empty stomach grumbled smelling the goodness coming from
the house. They all watched from deep inside the tree line. Finally, Cobbs
thought to himself, watching his old friend take Kayla into his arms. Thane was
a different man when he was with her.


This last week had been
hell on wheels, though. They’d all paid the price. Thane had come over to his
place twice, both times getting drunker than he’d ever seen. The man was an absolute
wreck, blathering about transfers and her being a hard-assed shrew that was
driving him crazy. It was obviously a lovers spat, but Thane had never been in
those shoes before. And he sucked at it.


“Yeah, I know,” Mace said.
“I’m just fuckin’ jealous, that’s all.”


“Don’t be. I’m sure
Miss Perfect is just waitin’ for you to show up and whisk her off her feet. Be
patient, man,” he said with a chuckle.


“Six o’clock,” Fox jumped
into the conversation.


“Mace?”


“Scanning, Lieutenant.”


Mace tensed and swung the
rifle, scanning the night with the infrared.


“Ten feet in, south
side, movement,” Fox whispered. “Got it?”


Mace let the site roll
across the area. “Affirmative, not one of us. Tinman, you’re in the line of
fire.”


“He’s here. Tinman,
work to the west. Clay cover the north, Fox, maintain your position,” Cobbs
ordered.


Everyone went mobile,
closing in on the target.


“Now take him,” Cobbs
ordered. This was it. They’d finally hooked that fucking bastard.


At the same time they
rushed in from every direction, a shot ripped through the air, splintering the
glass on the patio door.

















 


 


 

Chapter Twenty-Six



 

He and Kayla sat down
to eat, still laughing. It was like a slow-motion picture. Thane turned his
eyes up to her, heard the gunshot, then the pop
of glass as the bullet tore through it, the look in her eyes as she smiled at
him, and the sickening feeling that tears at a soul before death.


The bullet came so
close it swept through her curls. He lunged, taking her over backwards chair
and all, into his arms as they hit the floor, protecting the back of her head
from the slate.


“Stay here,” he
ordered, pulling his weapon from the back of his pants. In a running crouch, he
crossed the kitchen and slammed his hand down on the lights, pitching the room
into darkness. He made his way to the patio doors, stopping—he glanced at the
small bullet hole in the glass, then reached up and shut the lights off on the
deck.


“Here,” she said,
scrambling on her haunches up to him and placed the earpiece into his palm.


“Lock the door behind
me.” She nodded. “Report,” he said when there was a break in the comms between
his men.


“Goddammit,” Cobbs
swore, and then broke through the tree line onto the lawn. The other men emerged
at the same time. “Tinman, Mace, what have you got?”


“Jackrabbit got away,”
Mace said. “He’s driving a late model dark sedan. That son of a bitch is fast.”


“Now he knows we’re
waiting for him,” Cobbs said as he reached the group. “Our cover’s gone.”


Mace turned toward the
house. “Where’s Kayla?”


“In the house. The bullet
passed through her hair,” he stormed. The men took a step backwards seeing the
anger radiating from him. “How the hell did he position himself there without
you seeing it?”


“There’s only one
answer to that,” Fox, always the voice of calm, said. They all turned to him.
“He’s trained like us.”


Mace cracked the round
from the chamber and laid the weapon in the crook of his arm. “I thought he was
a knife man. What’s he doin’ using a firearm?”


The Commander swung a
look past all of them. “He wasn’t trying to kill Kayla,” he stated. “He was
trying to take me out.”


“Are you thinking he’s
a SEAL? I don’t believe it,” Mace argued, shaking his head.


He and Cobbs glanced at
each other, the idea a sickening one. “Maybe he just got lucky or he was a
SEAL, but I’m not willing to believe he’s active anymore. He wouldn’t have
missed if he was. But if he’s got our training, and understands how we operate,
that’s a problem.” The patio door opening pulled their attention to the house.
Kayla stood under the moonlight, but she didn’t venture out. He waved her over,
but he could see her shaking her head. Even in a moment as serious as this, he
started to laugh all over again.


“What the hell’s the
matter with you?” Cobbs said, giving him an odd look.


“Nothing. Listen, you
men stand down for the night. I’m going to keep Kayla here with me for the next
few days. Mace, come with me.”


“Already on it,
Commander,” he said walking toward the house, knowing he wanted him to find the
bullet. It might give them a lead, but he didn’t miss the hesitation in Mace’s
step. “What’s wrong with him?”


Cobbs grinned. “Puppy
love, boss.”


“Huh.” He watched him
enter the patio door. Kayla had already disappeared inside, no doubt running
for cover, embarrassed the guys had seen every glorious part of her. “Don’t
think she’ll be looking you in the eye any time soon,” he said chuckling.


Cobbs grabbed his
shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “You know what, old friend, I got a good
feeling. Don’t worry, we’re gonna get him.”


“Always trusted your
instincts, but it’s time the gloves came off.”


“Shark?”


“Nope, Kayla.”



 

* * * *



 

Curled up under a
blanket on Thane’s soft leather couch with a big mug of tea in her hand, they
talked about mundane things. Over Christmas, she’d met his entire family. His
father had been in the Navy as well, but retired and was living in Arizona with
his mom. His brother and two sisters lived in L.A. with their families.


“They all loved you. My
sisters keep bugging me to bring you over for dinner,” Thane divulged.


“They’re good people,
but I didn’t expect anything else.” She raised her mug to her lips. “You’re
lucky, ya know. I wish I had a family.” She sighed and placed her mug down. “I
guess you always want what you can’t have.”


“You can borrow mine
any time you want.”


She laughed. “Thanks.”
Giving the pillow a fluff, she stretched out, feeling safe and content. “I owe
you so many thank yous I’m losing track.”


“I’m not counting.”


His eyes strayed
leisurely down her bare leg, stretched out on the couch, making her feel more
beautiful than she knew she was. Running his hand through his hair, he gave her
a look, the one that always heated her through and through. After all this
time, he was still the most handsome man she’d ever known. “You’re never going
to transfer me, are you?”


He shook his head.
“Nope. I just wish you would have come fifteen years ago.”


She burst out laughing
with the thought. “We both would have been locked away by now. We drive each
other crazy, Commander.”


“We’re always going to
spar, Kayla. That’s who we are. We like challenge, and we challenge each
other.”


“Friends don’t bicker
as much as we do.”


Thane gave her a deep
look, but he didn’t deny it.


“Commander, why do they
call you the Ghost?”


He set his mug down on
the side table. Leaning back, he rested his head against the chair and stared
at the ceiling. “Red gave me the name,” he said quietly.


She sat silently,
waiting to see if he would add anything.


“Everyone has a team
name, usually they get it because of what they do, like Caleb, calling him Stitch
because he’s a corpsman or,”—He paused—“sometimes it’s because of a skill or
idiosyncrasy, like Fox. Briggs is the best tracker I’ve ever seen. It just gets
coined and sticks. Like your name. Mace gave it to you. When he saw you for the
first time, he said you reminded him of Snow White.”


A soft laugh left her
lips and she nodded at him. “I’ll remember that next Halloween.”


“I think I would have
called you Ariel—after the Little Mermaid. She’s tenacious and sweet, quick
with her wit, and beautiful.” His gaze dropped to his lap, and his jaw
tightened.


A small flame dared to flicker
in her heart.


“My name,” he
continued, “isn’t any of those things. I got it because Red said I could kill a
man faster than my target realized his life was over.” With his head down, he
nodded slowly. “I’ve killed a lot of men, Kayla.”


She clearly heard the
bitterness in his words. The muscles jumped in her legs, and before she knew it,
she was in his lap. He clutched her in his arms and rested his head against her
chest as if finding comfort in her beating heart. Minutes ticked by before she
said, “It’s better to die quickly than slowly,” she whispered into his hair. “That’s
how I want to die.”


He leaned back and ran
his finger across her cheek. “I won’t let you die, Kayla.”


She offered a small smile
even though she didn’t believe the Commander could do anything to stop the
Blood Shark. He’d get his chance, and if he didn’t take it soon, she’d give it
to him. Alpha squad couldn’t protect her forever. The thought of dying didn’t
really matter so much. She wasn’t leaving anyone behind. How she died might be
a different issue.


“Why?” His expression
hardened. “I don’t understand why…” His grip tightened. “Why did you stay so
long when he kept hurting you?”


Every muscle in her
body twitched, and her breath caught in her lungs as a wave of nausea swooped
through her stomach. Oh, God, he knew. How long?


Thane’s expression
folded with pain. “Your husband tried to break you, but he couldn’t do it, and
it pushed him over the edge, almost taking you with him.”


A perfect storm of
emotions flooded her. Her first instinct was to bury her head. Over the years
denial worked best when she didn’t know what to do. “Who told you?”


“Christmas Eve the cop
told me it was your husband, attempted murder and when. Manchester filled in
the rest.”


“Everyone knows?” she whispered,
feeling ashamed.


“We know everything,
sweetheart, including what happened to you as a little girl.” He watched her
carefully. “We haven’t decided whether when this is all done, we’re going to go
find your ex-husband and finish the job Lapierre didn’t.”


“No, Commander. You don’t understand.”


“If it would have been
me instead of Lapierre, I would have killed him.”


“A headstrong woman
might seem cute for a while but it wears off quickly.”


“You’re making excuses
for him? Kayla—you were admitted thirty times to the hospital. How many times
didn’t you go?” he asked, squeezing her tighter. “How many times did you just
hide the bruises?”


“Please don’t look at
me like that.” Her fingers brushed his forehead, trying to soothe the wrinkles.
“It’s been ten years, Commander. I’m not going to buckle under pressure at work
if that’s what you’re worried about.” She tried to withdraw, but he clutched
her hips. “I can’t stop the nightmares. They’ll always be there, but I don’t have
to be here. You can transfer me.”


Taking her hand into
his, he said, “I know all those things already. You may cope, but it never goes
away. I’ve seen it too many times in weaker men. You were at war for years,
Kayla. You’re a survivor, and you hide it well, but now that I know, I see it
all the time. In the things you do, like pulling away.” He brushed her cheek.
“And it tears me up to see it in you.”


“Put your energy on
catching the Blood Shark, Commander. I’ll help any way I can.” She paused, and
offered him a grateful smile. “I might have weak moments, but I always find my
feet again.”


A breathy, sad laugh
escaped him. “Why don’t you just hang on to me for a while?”


The last thing she
wanted was for him to think he had to take care of her. “I’m sorry about this
evening. I don’t have any crazy thoughts or expectations in my head. I’m a
normal woman, and I guess I just…” He tried to suppress a harsh case of
amusement at her discomfort, and she glued her attention to the fireplace,
feeling ridiculous.


The clock in his living
room ticked loudly, the silence in the room too silent.


“I think,” he began,
placing his fingers under her chin, prompting her to look at him. “You’re
afraid if you rely on someone it’ll make you vulnerable. Since that day when
you fought for your freedom—and I know you fought with everything you had—you’ve
tried to prove you don’t need help.” He swayed his head and his gaze deepened
with memory. “It’s easier that way,” he murmured, repeating the words she’d
said to him months ago.


He might as well have ripped
a knife through her heart like a pirate slashing through a sail, making her spill
the truth. Tears welled in her eyes. What could she say? She couldn’t hide and
she couldn’t stop the tears. “I think I’ll turn in. Good night.”


“Kayla—” His jaw
tightened as he searched her eyes. “The question is whether you can ever trust
a man again?”


She shook her head, and
pushed against his shoulders, his muscles hardened beneath her fingers. “I
think I should go back to work tomorrow.”


“Fine, but I want you
in my arms tonight,” he whispered and leaned over brushing his lips against
hers. “I need you next to me.”


“Commander—”


“When you argue with
me, it makes me hungrier for you. So if you want some sleep,” He paused
grinning at her. “I suggest you come quietly.”


“Commander—I’m not
girlfriend material,” she blurted. “I’ll just piss you off. I guarantee it.”


His face cracked open
with a laugh. “If you don’t get in my bed, Ms. Banks, I’ll have to consider you
an unfriendly. You’re under house arrest, with me.”


The look on his face
told her he wasn’t kidding. Those blue eyes of his bit into her. “I’m not
scared of you.”


“Kayla, I know you
already are. There’s only one place for you to run, and it’s right into my
arms.” He leaned over, kissing her deeply. “It’s where I want you to be.”


She leaned away from
him, but his hands grasped her rear end as he shifted his weight to rise. “I can’t.”


“Yes, you can. Don’t
let go of me, Kayla,” he breathed into her mouth, setting her skin on fire as
his lips cascaded down her throat. Heat, pain, promises, they were all open for
her to see in his eyes. “You take…” He paused searching for words. “You take
all the ugliness away. Please, never let go of me.”


He was revealing his
weaknesses, to her. She didn’t deserve them. “You can’t possibly want me. It’s
not right,” she said, the air was becoming harder to take in. He rose, bringing
her with him. His hardness rubbed against her stomach and settled between her
legs. “Commander—”


“It sounds like you’re
arguing with me again,” he said.


The feel of his thick shaft
growing between them called to all her senses, all of them erotic and needy. “You’re
damn right I’m arguing,” she murmured, feeling his strength around her and her
body responding with an inferno of heat.


Reaching the bedroom, he
laid her down on his king-sized bed, the sheets crisp, cool and still chaotic
from before. “I want to make love to you, Kayla—all night.” He reached for the
buttons on her shirt, releasing each one with purpose and the brush of his
lips. The muscles in her stomach rippled with excitement, and a little bit of
fear. “We’re staying home tomorrow.”


“Home?” she squeaked.


Slowly he raised his
eyes to her. “That’s what it feels like when you’re here. It feels—warm, and I
never knew it wasn’t until you left last week.” He sucked her breast deeply
into his mouth, then licked and nipped it until the fire between her legs
seared her whole body. “I’d love to make you come just touching and tasting
these,” he said, then grazed his teeth across her nipple, gently.


A tremble rippled
through her, and she knew he felt it.


Laying kisses all the
way up to her lips, he stopped, lingering there. “No one’s ever loved you all
night before, have they?”


“No,” she stuttered, her
mind turning into a foggy mess. “What? Well…ah.” An expression so hot filled
his gaze it made hers widen.


“I’m going to make you feel
as beautiful as you are,” he vowed with a seductive growl.


His thumb stroked her
nipple with perfect pressure, and a sizzling line of pleasure made her wetter
as her nipples peaked with his touch. “I can’t,” she breathed, deciding she
better fess up.


A rumble of laughter
rolled through his powerful chest. He hovered over her, his strength demanding
she submit. Teasing her sex over her panties, the ache bit deep inside her. The
sensual touch of his fingers dipped behind her lace, slipping into her wetness,
caressing her. “Let go, baby,” he whispered.


Her lips parted
watching him. Like a wicked spell breaking, finally freed from her prison, she
knew she’d always be safe in his arms.


He swayed his head. “I’m
going to wipe every other man’s touch from your soul, and leave only mine.” Leaning
over, he kissed her stomach, feathering her skin down to her moist nub and drew
it between his lips. His touch was the most erotic she’d ever known, and her
body melted in his hands and with his words.


Thane pulled away, taut
muscle roping from his hips to his hardened shaft. Her chest rose and fell with
deep pants. Another ache squeezed her channel. She moistened her lips, and ran
her tongue up the length of him, filling her mouth with his flesh.


Thane’s body shuddered.
“God, you have such a sweet mouth,” he groaned, his head falling back as she
took more of him in, her hand weaving between his fingers. His abs compressed
into smooth marble under her touch. Moans of pleasure grew from both of them,
but suddenly he pulled back. Kneeling down he palmed her cheeks, kissing her as
if he was in a fevered delirium.


“Do you trust me?” he
asked, searching her eyes to make sure it was the truth.


She nodded. He took
command of her body, and she released her inhibitions and her control to him.


“Baby, roll over onto
your hands and knees. I wanna rock your world.”


His palm gently rounded
her ass slipping her panties down her legs. Sliding his long fingers into her
channel, he stroked her to a heady, sensual place. Her arms wanted to give out
on her with the sensations coursing through her. Cries of pleasure fell from
her lips one after the other, and she couldn’t stop them. He freed her body and
set her afloat in a sea of sensations.


Lying on his back, he
slid between her legs. Watching him suck and lick her turned her desire into a
flash fire, and she cried out.


“Do you like that?” he
asked, sweeping his finger in and out of her slowly.


“That feels so gloriously
good,” she panted. His tongue flicked against her hardened nub, and he kissed
the very tip, teasing it, stealing her breath. Two fingers slipped inside her
and she clutched at them with her muscles, her body vibrating. Her senses spiked
into overdrive with this amazing man making love to her.


“Trust me, Kayla,” he
whispered. “Relax,” and he bit her thigh gently.


And she did. Guiding
her through the night, loving her over and over again, and making her feel
things she’d never thought possible, the Commander proved why he was in command
in all ways.


They napped tangled in
each other’s arms, but need woke them. Thane worshiped her body until the wee
hours of the morning when his restraint finally broke and he took her to new
heights in a slow sensual burn until he came inside her with so much force his
body erupted with convulsions, crushing hers with his strength.



 

* * * *






The sun peeked through
the trees and cut a beam of light into the bedroom, it roused her, and she
opened her eyes to see Thane gazing down at her with his head propped in his palm.
Her lips were raw from his kisses, her body sore, but she didn’t complain
because the warm, lazy feeling inside her was all worth it. They didn’t speak, instead
he talked to her with his touch, his message loving and seductive.


Later, he brought her a
cloth, holding the wet warmth against her soreness, soothing her, and kissing
her the entire time. How could this be the same man she’d known for months, but
hadn’t really known at all? He was supposed to be a warrior, hard and
unemotional.


When he slid back into
bed, he immediately pulled her close. Thane’s hands intrigued her, and she
twined her fingers through his, brushing his callused palm, following the
angles and lines, imagining the violence and struggle they’d endured, the lives
they’d taken and the ones they’d protected. “Now, a memory of me will be here
as well,” she whispered to herself, deep in her thoughts.


His other hand wrapped
around hers, pulling her attention back to him. “Sweetheart?”


“Hmm.”


“You’re more than a
memory,” he said, raising her arm and kissing the soft underside of it, tickling
her.


She strained to pull
away, but that was about as stupid as trying to blow the Empire State Building
over with a sneeze. “Commander, stop.” She fought like crazy, laughing at the
same time. “Commander—”


“We’ve gotta work on
that self-defense,” releasing her before she went nuts. Sliding off the bed, he
knelt down and folded his massive tanned arms on the sheets beside her. He
gazed at her as if seeing her for the first time. Weaving his fingers through her
hair, which must have been a tussled mess, he said, “Coffee?” and grinned at
her.


She propped her head in
her palm. “How are we supposed to sleep with coffee?”


“Who said anything
about sleep,” his grin widening.


“Comm…” he pressed one
finger to her lips.


“Thane, my name is Thane,
and I love when you say it. I love everything about you. I wanted to prove that
to you.”


She shook her head and
gave him a sad smile. “Don’t.”


A look akin to hurt
crossed his features.


“You can’t stop him,
and I’m not going to let you keep protecting me.” She glanced around his large,
cleanly styled bedroom—a man’s bedroom, with heavy wood accents and sparse
decoration. A built-in bookshelf filled with books told her he liked to read
when given the chance. His walk-in closet door sat ajar and she could see he
kept it as neat as a pin. Hers was already overflowing and stuffed to the brim.


“Kayla, look at me.”


She didn’t want to
because she knew he was going to try and convince her to hang on, be brave, and
everything would be alright, but it couldn’t be. The soft pillow folded around
her cheek as she turned on her side curling her legs under the sheets. Violence
had always been in her life, and the worst was yet to come. These special
moments with Thane were a reprieve, a small breath while fate looked the other
way.


“Kayla, I know how to
kill a man. You’ll never have to live in fear that one day he’ll be free.”


“I don’t want you to do
that.” She didn’t want him anywhere near the Blood Shark. “That psychotic
bastard tried to kill you last night.”


“I know, and he’s not
getting another chance. Taking that risk means he’s unraveling. We’ve got him,
we just have to wait.”


Leaning over, she
kissed the top of his hand. Slowly he released the sheet he’d bunched into his palm.


“I’m not leaving you
until this is over.” Her eyes flashed up to his, and he gave his head a quick
jerk, a silly smile breaking out. “I always say the wrong thing to you.” He
leaned forward and kissed her. “You’re such a little woman, but I think I’m
scared of you.”


“What?” she blurted,
laughing at the same time.


“It’s true,” he said, a
grin puckering his cheeks. “On the first day I saw you, you shook everything I
believed in to rubble.” His thumb brushed her lips tenderly, and she folded her
palm around it.


He killed men for a
living, had the nerves of Superman, yet he was nervous around her. Yeah, right!
“Get outta here,” she scoffed and rolled onto her back. He sat on the edge of
the bed and propped his arm across her, sliding his hand along her hip. His
Adam’s apple bobbed as he looked down at her with a day’s worth of shadow on his
rugged features. It made him look a little scruffy and a lot of sexy. If she
had a lifetime with him, she’d never get tired of looking into his eyes.


“In fact it’s so true I
want you to have this.” He reached over to the side table and opened the top
drawer, drawing a chain out of it. Clasping it around her neck, his finger
followed each link, stopping for a moment on the pendant and then he looked at
her with so much meaning it stilled her heart.


She dropped her eyes to
the cool metal sitting between her breasts. “Commander, no!” She reached up to
touch his trident, and felt a tremor of awe pulse through her. “Comm…” His brows
shot up. “Thane…” He cut her off with a long kiss. The man certainly knew how
to wipe her mind of any logical thoughts. Once his lips parted from hers, she
had to put the pieces back together and start again.


“I want you to remember
me as deeply as I will always remember you,” he whispered against her lips.


“I don’t need your
trident for that. I can’t accept this.” She tried to pull it off but he stilled
her hand. “Commander, please—you need to give this to someone special.”


“I just did.” His hands
tangled in her curls. “Say you’ll always wear it, and I’ll always be with you.”


Her heart constricted,
seeing her breasts pressed against his chest, the trident caught between their
hearts. “Commander, I—” She stopped herself before the words slipped out. Words
like he was her hero, her strength, how much she trusted him. All the words he
needed to hear, but not from her. He searched her face, and she knew he was
trying to read her mind again.


A grin slipped across
his expression as if satisfied with what he saw. “Now, breakfast?” he suggested,
leaning back. “And then we’re going for a long drive.”


“Where?” And why was he doing this?


“We’ll keep driving
until we feel like stopping.” A quick kiss on her cheek and a lingering one on
her lips removed any argument. “Maybe we should keep going, and never come
back.” He smiled down at her. “We’ll stop for food and to make love. We’ll put
four tires on the highway and follow the yellow lines until the end.”


Cupping her hands
around his strong jaw, she nodded. He sounded wishful, as if it was what he
wanted, too. As if he needed to run away as much as she did. “That’s a sweet
thought, but we’re going to end up in Canada,” she stated with a serious tone.


“Then we’ll end up in
Canada.”


“I can’t. There’s a
wanted poster out for me.”


“What?”


Her lips tightened
trying not to laugh seeing he believed her.


“You’re bad.”


From the corner of her eye,
something or someone flashed past the window and she tensed. Thane’s attention
shot to the window as did hers, and they both bolted upright.

















 


 


 

Chapter Twenty-Seven



 

“What was it?”


Kayla scrambled from
the bed, and Thane caught her around the waist and drew her to the wall behind
him. “Someone, I don’t know, but definitely someone.”


“Wait here.”


“No.”


“Do what I say,” he
ordered sharply.


Her skin rippled with
goose bumps, her heart beating fast. “No, you don’t have the team to back you
up.”


He slid along the wall
to peer out the window. Scooping at the ground, Thane grabbed his pants and yanked
them onto his legs. “Take the phone and go in my bathroom and lock the door.”
He pinned her with a “don’t argue” look.


“No way,” she spit back,
and grabbed his shirt throwing it across her shoulders. He snatched the weapon laying
on the night table into his hand. A cool wind swept past her as he closed the
door behind him.


He whirled around when
she cracked the door and caught up to him in the hallway.


“Kayla, get in the
goddamn bathroom.”


“Get moving.”


“Jesus Christ, woman.”
He snatched her hand into his muttering, “Spending the rest of my life with you
is going to drive me to drinking.”


She blinked, but before
she could think, he was yanking her behind him.


Following him through
the house, he stopped at the patio door, his eyes searching. The sun had broken
over the trees and filled the backyard with early light. She darted a look at
the kitchen clock above the sink. Seven-thirty.


Thane cracked the door
quietly. “Not one foot outside,” he warned, and slipped through it.


She kept her eyes glued
to him for as long as she could, but when he disappeared from her view, her
heart started to bang in her chest. Skirting the wall, she darted across the
house to the front window. The street was empty except for a city truck parked
in front. A dog yapped from next door followed by a quick shout. It wasn’t Thane.
Oh, God. She flew out the front door
and around the house. Thane’s muscled arm coiled around a young guy’s throat, ready
to snap his neck.


“Thane, no!” she
yelled. The man’s blonde bangs covered one eye, but not the terror in them. He tried
to break Thane’s lock on his throat, but it looked more like a fish flapping
helplessly.


“Lady,” he squeaked,
his air almost cut off. “Help.”


“Thane, let go,” she
shouted at him. “He’s not the Shark.” The deadly fury burning in Thane’s eyes
frightened her. It was like his soul had flown away. “Thane,” she yelled at the
top of her lungs. She breathed out, seeing him relax his grip.


“Who are you?” he
growled, frightening the kid even more.


“Water…” he coughed,
and yanked himself away, only because Thane let him. “Work for water, the county.”


Oh,
no.


“You’re not Jordan,” Thane
barked at him.


“No,” he said messaging
his throat. “I’m Rick. Jordan’s on vacation. Jesus! What the hell’s the matter
with you, man?”


Thane’s deadly gaze
diminished as he realized he’d almost killed a city worker. “Sorry, Rick.” He
jerked his head. “Thought you were a serial killer.”


“A what?” Forehead wrinkling,
he backed away, putting more distance between them.


Kayla approached, the
grass cool and dewy under her feet. “Can I get you some water, Rick?”


“You people are crazy.”


She held her hand up,
but Rick was already hoofing it toward his truck, shoulder-checking at the same
time. Her eyelids fell to half-mast as she hinged her hands on her hips. “You
almost killed the meter reader, Commander.”


“Well, they should tell
me if they’re gonna change personnel,” he snapped, thrusting his arm out
angrily.


She burst out laughing
at him. “You’re the Commander of a naval base, not the city. God, you can be
pompous.”


His eyes narrowed with
a wicked glint. He lunged for her and she high-tailed it away from him.
Laughing, she ran through the front door where he caught up to her. She heard Thane
close the door behind her, but the drumming in her heart drowned everything else
out. Her breath caught in her throat, and then a scream shot from her mouth
without warning. Scrambling backwards, she thrust herself against Thane.


Pierced in the middle
of the wooden coffee table, a twelve-inch knife was stuck through the middle of
what could only be a human heart. Fresh blood pooled around it as if she had
just been murdered. The Shark was here only seconds ago, and only seconds ago
she’d left the house.


“Kay—”


Thane’s arms cinched
around her. She couldn’t take her eyes off it until he yanked her behind him.
The garage door sat open, blocking their view, and the coppery smell of blood
filled her nose.


He launched across the
opening to the garage and swept the weapon in front of him. “Stay there,
Kayla,” he warned, and disappeared from her view.


Her body had never been
so cold. Ice coated her spine making her legs heavy and her heart slow to a deadly
low thump, but she took a step anyway. “Oh—my—God.” Blood, so much blood and
torn flesh, her tongue dried with the sight. Thane filled the doorway and
slammed it closed behind him.


He wrapped one large
arm around her smothering her against his chest, then grabbed the phone. “Lieutenant
Manchester, it’s Commander Thane Austen.”



 

* * * *



 

Never in all her years
would she forget the sight of the woman splayed out on the hood of his
car—never. Police, military and civilian, swarmed the house. A cup of coffee
clutched between her fingers only warmed them. The rest of her remained cold.
The team had showed up and Mace had her cradled in his arms.


“Kayla, it’s
psychological warfare. He’s trying to get off on terrorizing you, because he
can’t get to you,” Mace explained.


She jerked her head
with a nod. The garage door opener clanked and began a slow growl as it drew
the main door open. Turning, she saw the coroner’s vehicle backing into the
driveway. Mace’s arms tightened around her, and he rested his chin on the top
of her head. Everything was so brutally real now. The finger had been disturbing,
but this was totally different. The Shark had been in the garage for who knew
how long working on the woman—skinning her body, mutilating her while they were
in the house. Her ears picked up Thane’s voice from behind her.


“How long?” he asked
Manchester.


“She’s been dead for approximately
an hour. The Shark removed the glass from the garage window and then brought
the victim in through the side door.”


“He’s unraveling fast,”
Thane said. “I’m not BAU Behavior Analysis Unit but I know why he did this.”


“You’re assumptions are
probably correct. In his mind, he replaced the kill as best and close as he
could to Kayla. He’s going to come up with something inventive to get to her,
and he is highly intelligent,” Manchester warned.


They both rounded the
couch. Thane knelt down in front of her and took her hand. “Sweetheart, we’re
going to move you to Mace’s place. He lives on the base in a military run
condominium. We can secure it, watch it, and there’s no way the Shark is going
to get close to you.”


Numbness, like white
noise, folded around her soul to protect itself. An eerie silence, her body’s
version of the “quiet before the storm,” forged a wall between reality and her
emotions. “Work, I’m late for work.” Reaching up, she clutched Thane’s trident like
a talisman.


“Kayla. Oh, Jesus.”


Her mind told her Thane
was close by, she could hear him, but he sounded so far away.


“Please baby, hang on.
It’s gonna be all right.”


“What’s the matter with
her? Kayla?” Mace said.


Was that Mace? She
tried to open her mouth, but no sound came out. Her heart thumped in her throat
and in her ears.


Someone was touching
her. “Kayla, come on, sweetheart, stay with me.”


“What’s going on?” Mace
demanded.


“Kayla, squeeze my
hand. Look at me.”


Everything around her
darkened. Night time? The scream broke free
from her panic. She tried to block his fist, but it connected with her rib. The
crack snatched her breath, and pain shot through her limbs. The coppery taste
of blood ran in her mouth. Choking her, his fingers dug into her throat. She
grabbed his wrists. “Stop…help me—somebody—please…help me.”


All
alone. Fight…fight or die.


Fight.



 

* * * *



 

“Where’s Caleb?” Cobbs
yelled sharply.


“In the garage, I’ll
get him.” Nathan bolted between the police officers circling them. “Caleb, Stitch,
we need you man—now.”


“Move the table,” Thane
ordered. He swung Kayla into his arms and sat on the floor, stretching her along
the length of his body. Sweat drenched her skin already, and she gasped as if
she couldn’t get any air. Experiencing enough hand-to-hand combat, he
recognized her movements. Writhing then stiffening, her arms jerked trying to block
the blows from invisible fists.


“Is this epilepsy? What
the hell is this?” Mace said, dropping to his knees beside him.


“No.” Christ, she was
strong for being so little. Capturing her arms within his, he wrapped them
around her body to stop her from flailing. “Baby, you don’t have to fight. I’m
here.”


“Greg!” she screamed.


An arrow of jealousy
shot through him. Brother or not, Lapierre should have killed this fucking guy
when he had the chance. What her ex-husband had done deserved a death sentence.
This type of trauma didn’t come from a single attack. Her ex had done it over
and over again, and she’d taken it, healing herself and losing herself with
each beating.


Caleb came to a sliding
stop on his knees beside them, checking her pulse. “Commander, how many of
these has she had?”


Hearing Caleb, Kayla
started to thrash. “Four that I’ve seen, this is the worst.” Her elbow slipped
from his grip and nailed him with an upper cut to his jaw.


“Talk to her,
Commander, tell her she’s safe. Remind her where she is.” Caleb laid his hand on
her stomach. “Come on, Kayla, big, deep breaths.” Caleb swung around.
“Lieutenant—” Kayla’s knee thrust a deep jab into Caleb’s ribs, but he ignored
it. “Lieutenant, hold her legs, not too much pressure.”


When Cobbs grabbed her
ankles, Kayla let out an agonized scream that made the entire team jump.
“Breathe, Kayla, I’m right here, baby. I’m holding you. It’s just a dream, a
bad dream.” Kayla’s head lashed back, giving him a healthy head butt.


The team watched silently
as she fought off her invisible attacker. The final battle that almost took her
life played out before them. The dark shadows of her mind assailed her, not
allowing her to escape. Tony and Nathan turned away stiffly, their expressions
morphing with sadness. Her body jolted, responding to a painful strike and then
she tried desperately to get away from him. The violent assault gripped her
body, trapped in her mind with the lethal force. She begged for her life, then
screamed as another invisible fist struck her, and her body lurched. Fingernails
cut into his skin with desperation, but he wouldn’t let her go. Kayla shrieked,
thrusting forward as if taking a powerful blow to her stomach.


Mace grabbed her hand.
“Caleb, Jesus, stop this,” he pleaded.


Caleb took her other
hand and restrained it. “Tinman, get a wet cloth.” Turning, Caleb stared
intently at him then Mace. “It’s as real to her as if she were there.
Commander, what brought her out of it before?”


“Nothing, I just talked
to her, but it wasn’t like this.” Kayla tried to twist out of his arms, but he
used as much force as it took to hold her steady, but not hurt her. He
remembered the cop the first time she’d got lost in the darkness. “The cop,” he
said out loud. “His radio. She finally focused when she heard it squawk.”


Mace shot a look at the
cops still gaping at the scene in front of them. “Turn your radios up. Snow
White, Snow White, this is SEAL One Alpha, can you hear me?”


Kayla’s legs stiffened.


Mace shot a look at
him. He nodded quickly. They had nothing else and she wasn’t coming out of it
this time.


“Snow White, this is SEAL
One Alpha, recon data, ready to copy?”


Kayla’s breathing hitched,
and her whole body bucked in his arms.


“Snow White, do you copy?”
Mace called loudly.


Her lips moved, but no
sound came out.


Although he wanted to do
anything but, it was time for him to command. “Answer the call, Ms. Banks,” he ordered
in her ear. Kayla stiffened like a board. They all held their breath watching
her. “Answer the call, damn it.” Tears blurred his vision.


For the first time in
minutes, she took a deep breath. Tony knelt beside Caleb, handing him the wet
face towel, and he rubbed the sweat from her arms and forehead. Thane loosened
his grip, and her arm slid to her side, her wrist bent at an awkward angle on
the floor.


Mace kept talking to
her, trying to pull her out of the darkness. “Snow White, this is One Alpha,
extraction eighteen-forty-five hours, all Frogs in the water. Confirm
rendezvous?”


Kayla’s body relaxed,
her head drooped and rested against his chest. He could feel her heartbeat slowing
down. “That’s it, baby,” he whispered.


“Commander?” Fox knelt
on one knee beside Mace, shaking his head, his eyes bright with unshed tears. “Too
much damage.” His expression twisted with pain and he bowed his head.


A lump formed in the
back of his throat. “No, I don’t believe that.” He kept his arms around her delicate
body, protecting her against the meaning of Fox’s words.


“I’ve seen this a lot,
Commander.” Caleb rested a hand on his shoulder. “I know you have, too.” His
brow wrinkled deep with concern. “She’s at a critical stage. If she doesn’t get
help soon—”


“I know. God, I know.”
He buried his face in her hair, and wept for her. His beautiful Kayla, her mind
and her body tormented all her life was reaching the end of its endurance. If
he didn’t find the Shark, if he didn’t end this, he was going to lose her. Each
episode had been worse than the last. She needed help, and luckily, she was in
the best place to get it. The base hospital had professionals who dealt with
psychological trauma. “We’re not going to wait any longer. We’re going to find the
Shark and finish this,” he said to his team. They all watched as her hand reached
for his trident and brushed it with her finger.


“Thane,” Cobbs said
quietly, his eyes swerving from her hand to his gaze. “Why did you keep this
from us?”


He laid his cheek
against her soft curls, and shook his head. What could he say? He’d spend
eternity with this woman, no matter what the suffering would mean. No matter
what the team meant to him, he’d protect Kayla first and always. He pinned a
hard look on Cobbs. “She’s going to be all right.”


Cobbs’ expression
tightened with sympathy. “Old man, she’s not whole anymore. She’s splintering. Fox
is right. It might be too late. You have to be prepared for that.”


His friend had always
been the voice of reason, but he refused to believe it. “Broken or not, she’s
mine, Pat. I won’t leave her behind.” The words came out hushed, but his tears
came like a rogue wave. “She’s mine. Forever mine.”


Kayla’s lashes
fluttered, and slowly as if waking from a deep sleep she lifted her head and looked
around her.


“Hey, Kayla-girl,” Fox said,
touching her shoulder lightly. “All your favorite guys are right here. Come on
back to us.”


Her head rolled and she
stared up at him trying to focus, embarrassment and questions filling her eyes
at the same time. “I’m so sorry.” Her hand swept a tear from his cheek. “Please
don’t cry for me, Commander,” she whispered and closed her eyes again. “Raven—can’t
catch me.”


Sorrow gutted him and
bit him so hard a groan of anguish left his throat. Standing in the desert, she’d
looked so beautiful, wild and delicate. She’d taken his breath, like the
Arizona wind that swept around them that day. My grandmother said although a raven has sharp eyes and quick claws, it
can’t catch what’s already dead. His forehead dipped to hers. “No, baby,
you’re not dead. Please.” He choked on a sob. “Kayla, please—just take my hand,
I’ll bring you home. I’ll always bring you home.”


He connected with each
of his men. Each one looked away from him as he held his broken dove in his
arms. The unspoken words in each of their eyes telling him she was too far gone,
her past never allowing her to be a whole again. “SEALs never fucking give up.
I will never give up on her.”


With a lazy sway she
shook her head. “Commander?”


All he could do is nod,
his words twisted up in battle, his agony against his heart.


“Promise me you’ll take
this back before they bury me,” she said squeezing his trident.


“Never,” gusted from
him. “You are the only woman who will ever wear that. The only woman strong
enough to.” He swiped at his eyes, and dug deep to still his fear.


Mace drew her hand to
his heart. She blinked, still trying to grasp her surroundings, then draped an
arm across his shoulder. “Mace—”


“Don’t you ever scare
me like that again.” Mace pulled her into his lap.


She offered him a tired
smile, and rested her head against his. “Death has stood at my door too many
times, Mace. This time I think I have to go with him.”


“You’re talking to the wrong
group of guys, Kayla, if you want to talk about playing chess with the reaper.”
He brushed her bangs from her forehead. “You might feel like you’re lost in the
darkness, but the Commander knows the way out.” Mace kissed her cheek and shot
a worried look in his direction. “Repeat after me—the only easy day was
yesterday.”


Kayla offered a
crooked, tired grin. “Now, there’s a morbid thought.”


Thane’s heart lightened
with her smartass remark. An eternal brilliance burned in the woman he loved, lighting
her path. The rough waters of her past would never keep her down. She was a
warrior, just like him. He leaned toward her and her eyes darted nervously
around at the guys. “My sweet mermaid, follow me.” He kissed her deeply,
tasting her, needing her.


Her cheeks flushed.
“Commander?”


“Don’t worry, Kayla,
apparently I was the last to figure it out.”


“Figure what out?”


He gave her a gentle kiss
and said, “Guess I’m not the last.” Kayla’s brows disappeared beneath her
bangs. “Sweetheart, I won’t be far away.”


She nodded and her lids
slid closed with exhaustion. “Where’re you going?”


“Fishing, sweetheart,
and I’m going to bring home one very dead Shark.”



 

*THE END*
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