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  —BookPage.com on Taking Fire


  March 2015 Top Pick in Romance


  “RUNNING FIRE . . . McKenna’s dazzling eight Shadow Warriors novel (after Taking Fire) is a rip-roaring contemporary military romance with heart and heat. McKenna elicits tears, laughter, fist-pumping triumph, and most of all, a desire for the next tale in this powerful series.”
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  Dear Reader,


  I hope you enjoyed Book 1, Nowhere to Hide! Cav and Lia’s story sparked the creation of Artemis Security, the Delos in-house firm to protect their worldwide charities. Stay tuned for Cav and Lia’s novella, Secret Dream, which will be coming out July, 2016!


  First of all, there are FREE sample chapters on the first four Delos series books! You can run and get them at: lindsaymckenna.selz.com/categories/delos-series


  One of the great things I can do is experiment creatively on the books I write. Many, many times in the past, I hated to say goodbye to my characters. I found over time, my readers felt the same way. Now, I can add as many or as little 40,000 word novellas to the original novel and you can continue to read about the lives of the characters you and I fell in love with—and we don’t have to say goodbye, either!


  Delos books 2, 3 and 4 are about Robert and Dilara Culver’s children. I invite you to visit my website, delos.lindsaymckenna.com, and go to Tal, Matt and Alexa’s pages. There will be an image and quote book that you can download not only on the Culver Family as a whole, but you can also on the Delos History page, find another one quote book, which chronicles how Delos began and how it runs today. Please download the books, they’re free, fun and you can share them.


  Now . . . about book 2, Tangled Pursuit, is Captain Talia (Tal) Culver’s story. She goes from being a Captain in the US Marine Corps to becoming a CEO of Artemis Security for her mother’s Delos charities. Tal is a firstborn and takes a lot after her U.S. Air Force father, General Robert Culver. She’s serious, a good leader and takes care of her cadre of Marine snipers that are in her unit at Bagram the U.S. Army base outside Kabul, Afghanistan.


  U.S. Navy SEAL, Wyatt Lockwood, a Texan in mind, heart and soul, met Tal three years earlier. They were coming through ops, both coming in off of different missions, when Chief Lockwood realized the leader of the sniper op was a WOMAN. He’d never met a woman sniper before, but never mind that. Wyatt fell for Tal Culver so hard that it took him three years of chasing here off and on during tours at Bagram, to finally break through her shields and get her undivided attention. Texans are notorious for going after what they want, no matter how impossible it might seem to others. It’s all in a day’s work for Wyatt.


  Book 3, Forged in Fire, you will meet Delta Force Army Sergeant Matt Culver. He’s been in the Army since eighteen and is a kidnapping and ransom (KNR) specialist out of Bagram, Afghanistan. Matt’s enlistment is up in four months. During a holiday program over Thanksgiving at the base, he meets Dr. Dara McKinley, a pediatrician who volunteers her time at a charity in Kabul. They are on a collision course with one another. Matt will later become the director of KNR at Artemis.


  Tal gives Lockwood a cold shoulder from the gitgo, but she has good reason to. She lost the military man she loved to combat two years earlier. She swears off military men as a result because her heart simply can’t take that kind of torture and loss ever again. Except that Wyatt doesn’t let her forget that he’s interested in her. Besides, he’s enlisted and she’s an officer. The two don’t mix or meet according to the UCMJ. But Wyatt, ever the optimist, continues to be like a bad cold she can’t get rid of.


  I hope you enjoy their story. And I hope it keeps you on the edge of your seat. You’ll also learn more about Artemis, too. This is a saga-series with many, many books to come and these first for books build the foundation from which all other exciting, exotic, interesting stories will spin off.


  Let me hear from you about the Culver Family and the Delos series. Happy reading!


  Dedication


  To my wonderful and loyal readers, you rock!
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    CHAPTER 1
  


  May 1


  OH, NO! WHY the hell did Wyatt Lockwood have to show up at the Bagram chow hall at the same time she did? Captain Talia Culver, her full mouth tight with displeasure, decided to stand outside in the cool June morning desert air rather than enter the building. Actually, she preferred anything to a face-to-face with the Navy SEAL chief who seemed determined to add her to his long list of conquests. She forced herself to get into the long chow line.


  Dressed in her Marine Corps desert cammies, Tal pulled her dark green baseball cap a little lower over her face to make sure that Lockwood couldn’t spot her among the hundred-plus men and women waiting in line to get their breakfasts.


  Although the drawdown was well under way, Bagram was still at the hub of the action in Afghanistan when it came to protecting the remaining U.S. ground troops. She could hear the whapping of CH-47 transports taking off from the helicopter terminal. On the fixed-wing runway, a group of A-10 Warthogs were flying in from strike missions. Tal watched one Warthog dip down to land, wondering if Alexa Culver, her younger sister by two years, was piloting it.


  Bagram was home base for the Force Recon Marine units and their sniper cadre. As a captain, Tal was in charge of creating missions for one of the two sniper units assigned to the base. She had just come off an op herself with her spotter, Sergeant Jay Caldwell, and she was starving. Hopefully, some decent hot food would take the edge off her exhausted state.


  She’d finished off the last of her protein bars a day ago and had been drinking water to stop her stomach from growling. The hike out of the Hindu Kush mountains to get to their rally point had added two days to their planned extraction.


  A grim sense of satisfaction flowed through Tal as she inched forward with the rest of her comrades in the snaking line that went outside and down the sidewalk. She had just stopped a Zakir Sharan group from moving into Afghanistan. Sharan was a major thorn in Tal’s side. She saw again, in her mind’s eye, how the HVT—high-value target—Raastagar Sharan, son of the billionaire Pakistani, had come into the sights of her younger brother’s rifle. Matt’s Delta Force team had intersected one of the two sons. Raastagar was a sick, murdering bastard, and Matt had trailed him and his group to an Afghan village months earlier. The oldest son of Sharan would no longer make the Af-Pak border a site for raids, murder, rape, and intimidating Afghan villagers from the Shinwari tribe.


  It made the extra two-day wait well worth it, even as she rubbed her protesting stomach. The image of eggs, bacon, and toast was so enticing it made her mouth water. Sharan made his money legitimately and otherwise. His sons, Raastagar and Sidiq, were in sex-slave trafficking and opium drug distribution. Getting rid of the two sons was a high priority for the U.S. military.


  “Hey, sis!”


  Startled, Tal turned. “Matt!” She threw her arms open to embrace her younger brother, a Delta Force sergeant. He was so drop-dead handsome that he had women clinging to him whenever he returned to Bagram after completing an operation.


  “Hey, good to see you, Tal!” He swept her into his arms, giving her a bear hug of welcome.


  Laughing, Tal squeezed him in return. Matt was six foot two inches to her six feet tall. Tal released her younger brother, pinching his bearded cheek. His brown hair was streaked with gold, and he wore it nearly to his shoulders. At least he kept his beard trimmed. But nothing could hide those golden-brown eyes of his.


  Those eyes were a gift, their Turkish uncle Ihsan had told Matt once, from him, genetically speaking. Their Turkish side of the family was a mix of different hair and eye colors, but Matt had taken after Ihsan. Therefore, Matt became the favored child of his loving uncle, who lived in Kuşadası, Turkey.


  Tal saw Matt’s eyes gleam with happiness as he released her. She was an officer, he an enlisted Army sergeant, and they didn’t often see one another at their home base. Bagram was huge, and all the black ops now worked out of it because of the drawdown. But at least she got to see her little brother from time to time.


  Matt slipped into line behind her, resting his hand on her shoulder. “This is lucky! My team just got in from a mission in the Hindu Kush. How about you?”


  Tal smiled up at him. She could see he had come directly off the op. His uniform was dusty and stained, his olive complexion marked with dried sweat and dirt. “Same. I’m surprised we didn’t see each other over at Ops.”


  He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Me, too.” He looked around. “Seen Alexa lately? I just saw four A-10s landing over at the fixed-wing terminal. She might be in that group.”


  Shaking her head, Tal said, “No . . . not yet. I saw them land and wondered if Alexa was among them.”


  He settled his hands on his narrow hips. “You look pretty rugged. You’ve lost weight, Tal. You’re staying out in those mountains too long, waiting for HVTs to cross the border,” he teased, gently pulling her long black hair, which was caught in a tempting ponytail between her shoulders.


  “Part of the price you pay,” she said. Matt still wore his Kevlar vest, a knife on his lower left calf and a drop holster with a pistol in it riding low on his right thigh. He’d probably put his M4 into the weapons locker at Ops. Rifles weren’t allowed in the chow hall.


  “Are you here for a while?” he asked, lifting the black baseball cap off his head and running his fingers through his thick, uncombed hair.


  “Yes, a couple of days.” She grimaced. “As the CO of this band of snipers, I need to work with tactics and strategy to figure out which HVTs we haven’t nailed yet, look through recent intel, and then set up new missions for my people.”


  He patted her shoulder. “Sure glad I’m just a lowly sergeant. I like being out where the action is, not stuck in an office.”


  “I get out in the field often enough,” Tal reassured him. “There’s no way I’m sitting behind a desk very long.”


  “Well, I imagine Mom and Dad would be happy to hear we were doing just that.” He rubbed his hands on his dusty thighs.


  “They’re going to get their wish soon enough,” Tal said. They inched forward a few feet more. From her vantage point, she saw Lockwood and his SEAL group of eight men disappear within the hall. Good! Now all she had to do, once they got through the doors, was find out where they were sitting and grab a seat in the exact opposite direction. That should be easy enough to do.


  “Hey, has Dad or Uncle Ihsan sent you any more updates on the Artemis Security building that’s under construction right now?”


  Tal pulled out her iPad and clicked it on. “Yes, Dad just sent photos and some more information about our new digs. He’s out at the construction site when he can make it, working on turning that Virginia farmhouse into a state-of-the-art security building for us.”


  Matt’s mouth lifted into a grin as he intently studied the photos on her iPad. “It’s going to be Fort Knox compared to Langley,” he agreed, pleased. “From the outside, it looks like a typical three-story white farmhouse from the mid-1800s.” He tapped one photo on the screen, enlarging it. “You know, Uncle Ihsan’s a wily old fox, fighting to keep the shell of the farmhouse around our security firm to hide it. Smart move!”


  Snorting, Tal said, “No big surprise, Matt. Our mother’s three brothers run the largest shipping company in the world. They didn’t get there by accident.” All three of her uncles were passionate about keeping the new security company normal-looking on the outside for anyone driving by. “And I agree with their strategy.”


  “Yeah, I remember that meeting.” Matt chuckled, studying each of the photos carefully. “I’m glad we were there for that one.” He grinned. “When you put three of our Turkish uncles in the same room with Cousin Angelo, it feels like a firefight in Dad’s office at the Pentagon.” Angelo Mykanos, their mother’s Greek cousin, owned the second-largest shipping line in the world.


  Laughing, Tal agreed. “That was one helluva meeting! Add to that Dad, Uncle John, and Uncle Pete, and you have so much power in that room, it’s unbelievable.” Their father’s two younger brothers, John and Pete, were a Navy admiral and a Marine Corps general, respectively.


  Matt slid her a look. “And we didn’t get a word in edgewise, either.”


  “No,” Tal agreed, chuckling, “but it was an incredible meeting with every part of our global family together, focused on getting Artemis Security off the ground.”


  Matt clicked off the iPad and handed it back to her. “I gotta give all our relatives credit, though. It was a pretty quiet meeting, and Cousin Angelo, being Greek, is never low-key.”


  “Neither was Uncle Ihsan, Berk, or Serkan, either,” Tal wryly reminded him. “But Dad and his brothers aren’t generals or admirals for nothing. Our Greek and Turkish families have the utmost respect for the military, and it showed.”


  Rubbing his beard, Matt nodded. “Yeah, that was the most civilized meeting I’ve ever been in, with all of them thrown into the same room. Usually, it’s the passionate Greek and Turkish uncles holding forth while Dad and his restrained brothers try to hold down the volume. Too bad we couldn’t have videotaped that meeting for posterity.”


  Tal chuckled. “That would have been a pretty valuable tape! These men are worth a hundred billion dollars when you combine their two international shipping fleets. And they both have a family dynasty of shipping that goes back to the twelfth century. They’re not passionate without reason, Matt. They care about all our charities. The fact that Maria and Sophia, teachers at our Home Foundation school, were murdered, and our Costa Rican school was burned to the ground, has triggered this response. It’s worth getting worked up emotionally about, in my opinion.”


  “I agree. This is a good idea,” Matt said. “It’s time we created an internal security company within the Delos charities. And you have to give them all credit: they flew in from Greece and Turkey to be there to hammer out their vision for this new company. I think it’s the best of all worlds. Our families are rich beyond most people’s imaginations. They can pour money into this security idea, hire us to run it, and have Dad and his brothers give us the global military connections we need.”


  She waved a finger in his face. “Don’t discount Cousin Angelo or our Turkish uncles. They know the lay of the land, geopolitically speaking, like few others ever will. Every time one of their ships pulls into a port around the world, they know the power brokers, the behind-the-scenes players. If one of Mom’s charities gets into trouble with local bad guys and we need to protect them, our uncles or Cousin Angelo can contact someone in that region to support a mission team.”


  Rolling his shoulders, Matt said, “No question. Between Dad and our shipping consortium, we’re probably going to have more intel at our fingertips than most countries could dream about.”


  Tal saw they were nearing the doors. Pretty soon, she could eat a hot, decent meal. Her stomach growled loudly. Matt gave her a look.


  “A little hungry, are we, sis?”


  “A little,” Tal deadpanned. She gave him a playful punch in the gut.


  Matt’s middle name was Aslan, which meant lion in Turkish. And with his clean, handsome face framed by that brown and gold beard, he looked like a hungry lion on the hunt. Their first names were American, but their mother, Dilara, had given them Turkish middle names to honor her side of the family—with their father’s blessing. They didn’t get Greek names, which was good, because Tal couldn’t imagine having four names, although she knew people did in some countries.


  “How long are you at Bagram, Matt?”


  Shrugging, he double-checked that the safety strap was over the .45 pistol on his thigh as they inched closer to the double doors. “Dunno. I’m meeting with our CO when I get done with chow. We’ll sit down to see where we’ll be going next. There’s a lot of activity on the Af-Pak border because of the Taliban’s spring military buildup. The American and UN troops might be gone, but the Taliban and al-Qaeda are still mounting their normal campaigns into Afghanistan.”


  Frowning, Tal nodded. “Yeah, and I’ve got one more HVT I want to nail before I turn in my commission.”


  Matt gave her a frown. “We got a lot of ’em. Which one are you after? We’ve put Zakir Sharan’s younger son, Sidiq, at the top of our Most Wanted list.”


  “I know,” Tal said grimly. “That’s the one I’m going to go after to hunt down, hopefully, in the coming few weeks.”


  “He’s elusive. Good shooting.”


  “Oh,” Tal muttered. “You already killed Sharan’s oldest son, Raastagar months earlier. I’m glad you took him out on that Afghan village raid. Now, I’m going after Sidiq.”


  “That’s a real coup if you can nail him,” Matt agreed. “Sidiq is moving poppy and opium from Afghanistan into Pakistan for major redistribution. Hey, if you can find him first, go for it, but we’re gonna go after him, too.”


  Tal growled. “I’m going to get that bastard this time out. I’ve set up four ops for him already and didn’t succeed.”


  “If you do, Zakir Sharan will want your head. I’m already on his blood revenge list, remember? Killing one son is bad enough, but two . . .?”


  “He can stand in line with thirty other HVTs my unit has taken down over the last six years in this country.”


  Grinning, he tugged again on her ponytail. “You’re going to make a great CEO for Artemis. All the uncles agreed you should be the person to head it up, and I agree with them. It’s your ‘take no prisoners’ attitude that won their hearts.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “When it comes to harming helpless, innocent children and women who can’t defend themselves against abusive men, you’re right.”


  “Well,” Matt said, touching her shoulder with affection, “the uncles were very smart having you come in as CEO. You have the training. You’re a Naval Academy graduate. You have six years out here in Afghanistan learning tactics, creating missions, and taking down serious al-Qaeda and Taliban players. I’m glad to be heading up the Kidnap and Ransom Division.”


  “Yes, and Alexa is tickled pink to be running the Safe House Division. You think I’m passionate about protecting women and children? Hell, she puts both of us to shame.”


  Matt nodded and took a deep breath, watching two Apache gunships fly low overhead, loaded down with Hellfire missiles. After they flew past and he was able to talk once more, he said, “Alexa was the right choice. She’s like a bra-burning feminist from the 1960s.” He smiled faintly. “Mom and Dad created three children who really took after her side of the family. Mom’s mother created the Delos charities when she was eighteen. Grandma ran the global concern to help the poor, the hungry, and the undereducated until she asked our mom to take the helm. I think all three of us kids got their genes big-time on that one.”


  “I know we did,” Tal said. She took one of the double doors, keeping it open with the toe of her combat boot. Matt took the other one. In a minute, they’d be inside and could stand in line for hot food. “Your enlistment runs out next March first, right?” she asked.


  “Yeah. The captain knows I’m not re-upping.”


  “Will you be sorry to leave your Delta Force team?” Tal saw his expression become serious. Matt was playful, easygoing, and always able to lift her spirits. She was the serious one of the three siblings.


  Now she saw sadness in his eyes over leaving Delta Force. She completely understood: she’d miss her Marine sniper unit, too.


  “Yes and no,” he admitted. “My body is getting pretty beat up.” He pointed to his knees. “It’s time to go, to move on, Tal. How about you? Are you ready to leave the Corps?”


  “I’m torn,” she admitted. “Like you, my body has taken a beating. My knees are pretty close to shot, too. I’ve got bruises that have never healed. I look like a spotted horse all over my lower body.”


  He snorted. “That makes two of us.”


  “Tal! Matt!” Alexa Culver’s squeal pierced the noisy chatter in the chow line, and Tal looked up to see her younger sister jogging toward them. She was in her desert-colored flight suit, a huge smile on her face as she ran up to them.


  “Wow!” Alexa said in a rush, throwing her arms around Tal and then Matt. “What’s the chance all three of us would meet like this?” She stood back, a radiant smile on her face.


  Tal gestured her siblings inside, and they followed her. “Hey, did you just fly in? Matt and I saw a couple of A-10s land over at the fixed-wing terminal.”


  Alexa pushed her burnished red hair off her shoulders. “Yeah, me and my wingwoman, Olivia, flew in. We just dropped our ordnance on a hill north of here. The Taliban were trying to overrun a group of Recon Marines, but for some reason, it didn’t happen,” she said, her blue eyes dancing with deviltry.


  “Hey,” Matt said, “Tal? Show Alexa the iPad photos the uncles sent you.”


  Alexa stuffed her flight gloves into one of her thigh pockets. “Oh, cool! I love that Uncle Ihsan is getting Dad to take all these photos of our new security business,” she said, grinning.


  Tal handed the iPad over to her. They were twenty people away from the actual chow line. Her younger sister was the beauty as far as she was concerned. Tal could see hundreds of men sitting at row upon row of tables looking up to ogle her. Like their mother, Alexa was Venus standing on that seashell emerging from the ocean. She was curvy in all the right places, tall, with the same striking hair as their mother.


  Tal had never been envious of Alexa. She’d seen her sister fall in and out of love several times. She didn’t know how her sister had a heart big enough to handle all those breakups, because she certainly couldn’t have done it. Alexa was made of stronger stuff than she, Tal decided. She had a Teflon heart. Tal wished she did, but it wasn’t going to happen this lifetime.


  She remembered how she’d cried in her bedroom, heartbroken that no one had asked her to the junior prom. Her father had come to her, placed his arm around her, and hugged her. He’d told her she was like the Ugly Duckling in the fable. And fables, myths, and fairy tales were big in their global family. Like the little duck, he’d told her gently, drying her tears with his handkerchief, Tal would grow up and become a beautiful swan when she reached adulthood.


  That night was forever etched on Tal’s memory. Her mother had then come in and sat on the other side of her, her arm around her waist, dabbing her tears with a crochet-edged linen embroidered handkerchief, telling her she was beautiful.


  At that time, Tal didn’t believe it, but it meant the world to her that her parents were there, giving her emotional support when she felt so abandoned. She had always been a tomboy. Her Greek cousin Angelo, her mother told her, was just like her: tall, rangy, athletic, and passionate. She even had Angelo’s green eyes. Her mother shared that Angelo had been slow to mature too, but when he did, he was strikingly handsome and pursued by women the world over. And of course, he was rich, Tal thought. And her cousin Angelo was still gorgeous, even now, at age fifty, happily married to Maria.


  When she looked in the mirror, Tal didn’t see a beautiful woman. Oh, she was attractive, she guessed, but she loathed cosmetics and never got her fingernails painted or cared about fashion trends like her mother and Alexa did. Somehow, it just hadn’t rubbed off on her. She’d always been an outdoors girl, happier in nature than being locked indoors, which she hated.


  Tal came back to the present. Where was Wyatt Lockwood, the larger-than-life Texan? He was good at firing off one-liners, too. No wonder he was called “Gunslinger” by his SEAL team. Everyone in a SEAL time had a nickname. The chief of the platoon was the one who awarded such monikers, and her nemesis had earned his in a hot firefight, she had heard, a decade earlier. Her mouth turned down as she scanned the thousands of men and women in the huge indoor chow hall. Where was he? Tal swore she could feel him watching her, skin prickling on her left back shoulder.


  That wouldn’t be unusual. In fact, Wyatt had shadowed her life like the black ops SEAL he was for the last three years. In some ways, he was like Matt: tall; lanky; easygoing; a big Texas smile on his well-shaped mouth; large, predatory gray eyes usually filled with some private amusement and the belief that he was God’s gift to women.


  She was one of the few on base who had escaped his snare.


  Tal suddenly found the area where the SEALs usually sat, and, just as she expected, there was Lockwood with his men. As a chief, he was a leader and a mission specialist, and took excellent care of his platoon. She couldn’t fault Wyatt Lockwood for his military record. No, it was what he did to her that drove her nuts.


  The bastard was such a smooth talker and such a big tease, he made her blush in front of everyone. He’d never touched her, but he certainly knew how to get to her. That and the look he always gave her, the meaning of which was obvious: he wanted to bed her.


  Right. Sure. Hell would freeze over first. The Gunslinger had quite a reputation here on Bagram, going after the best-looking women on base.


  Everyone knew he didn’t take no for an answer—until he’d met Tal. She was like a smooth brick wall he couldn’t even get a foothold to climb. Tal had already known love, and she wasn’t about to take anything less. Her one serious relationship had been with Marine Corps sniper Sergeant Brian Collier. He’d died nine months after they’d met on an op in the Hindu Kush, breaking her heart and—almost—her spirit.


  That was years ago, and Tal had sworn never to get involved with a military man again. Not ever.


  


  
    CHAPTER 2
  


  CHIEF WYATT LOCKWOOD kept his gaze averted but was still able to find Captain Talia Culver, who stood restively in the chow line. She was with her brother, Matt, and her sister, Alexa. He knew Matt well because they’d worked together on a number of black ops missions over the years. Alexa was an unknown simply because she was an Air Force pilot and he was a ground-pounder.


  As he hungrily scooped up his second helping of six eggs, along with a tray piled high with bacon and toast, he smiled to himself. His “animals,” the other SEALs in his platoon, had their heads down, concentrating on wolfing down as much protein their empty stomachs could hold.


  But he had other fish to fry. Namely, Tal. Damn, she was an Amazon-warrior knockout. Of course, he’d never tell her that. She’d get royally pissed off, turn on her heel, and leave him in a huff without another word. She was like that, quick to give him an icy glare. She didn’t have the time of day for him, which her body language had told him again and again—for three years, in fact.


  He watched Tal and her sister, noting that Tal was taller than most women, although Alexa was only two inches shorter than her. Tal had a lean body that he found himself fantasizing about on far too many nights. Despite her height, she couldn’t have hidden her femininity if she tried.


  Granted, out here in the badlands, women didn’t wear makeup or perfume—especially a sniper like Tal. The scent would carry on the wind, straight to the Taliban. They’d follow it and discover her hiding place. He couldn’t even think about what might happen after that.


  Turning to his breakfast, he shoveled more eggs into his mouth, delighting in the line of sight he had on the woman he wanted in his bed—one way or another.


  Wyatt had always danced away from serious, long-term relationships. Hell, he’d seen too many SEAL marriages fail horribly. A 90 percent divorce rate didn’t offer him the odds he’d need to even consider the idea, which was why he kept his hookups light and short-term.


  He often told himself that he was doing women a favor by walking away in the morning. To lead a woman on by making her think there was hope for a serious relationship would be a dark falsehood. SEALs who were in love, he thought, had to lie to themselves about their odds of keeping a marriage together, given their brutal rotation cycle and the fact that they were often away from home for six months or more at a time. He wouldn’t put himself or a woman he wanted to love through that kind of minefield. Wyatt was always upfront with a woman who interested him—that it was for a night of sex, and that was it. If she agreed, they both walked away satisfied and happy the next morning.


  Wyatt drank his coffee, watching Tal smile at Matt. He’d actually gotten to know Matt very well because SEALs and CAG/Delta Force often worked together on many overlapping HVT missions.


  Because he liked the guy a lot, it only added to Tal’s appeal. After all, someone with as great a guy as Matt for a brother had to be pretty special herself. As the years rolled by, Wyatt counted Matt like a younger brother to him. They worked together often. The Delta Force sergeant was reliable, loyal, and guarded everyone’s back. That counted in Wyatt’s world. Plus, he liked Matt’s easygoing nature, which was a lot like his own. He often teased Matt that he was his twin but they’d been separated at birth and sent to a different family. Matt laughed and agreed.


  Finishing off his eggs, Wyatt turned to the strawberry jam he’d dropped onto his aluminum tray. There was enough there to kill a horse, but Wyatt knew from experience that protein and sugar were two of a SEAL’s best friends when either going on an op or just coming off one.


  Wyatt had been out for twelve exhausting days on a long direct-action mission, or DA, with seven other team members. They had all dropped at least ten pounds in weight, but now they were going to wolf down enough food to make up for it.


  He watched an animated Tal tease her brother and sister and grinned as he saw her issue a rare smile in their direction. He liked her smile. She had an oval face, high cheekbones, and a strong, stubborn jawline. Yeah, she was stubborn, all right. Why wouldn’t she come down off that icy cliff she always sat on and at least be civil toward him?


  Even with her long, black hair in a ponytail, she was all woman. Wyatt knew she pulled at least two sniper ops a month, even though she was in charge of her sniper unit here at Bagram. Tal wasn’t an officer who sat behind a desk; she needed to be out in the field with her people.


  That was another thing he liked about her. And sometimes, he’d gotten lucky and run into Tal and her spotter, Jay Caldwell, out in the Hindu Kush. While Jay was cordial, Tal always seemed pissed off at him because his team was in her territory. He was running through her area, creating a disturbance, she said, messing up her hide, where she was camouflaged and couldn’t be seen by the enemy. Hell, there was nothing to disturb except rocks, brush, and those fucking goatherds.


  She would sit in a chosen hide for days, even weeks, if necessary, with her .300 Win-Mag trained on that Af-Pak border, waiting for her HVT to show up. Yeah, she had patience to burn all right. Wyatt just wished she’d lose some of it where he was concerned.


  Didn’t the woman ever get horny? Hungry for sex? God knew he did! But then, she was a woman, and her hormones were different from a man’s, although he did know plenty of women who liked having sex. Too bad Tal wasn’t more like them.


  Wyatt had once heard Matt hint that there were two main reasons Tal wasn’t interested in him. First, he was enlisted and she was an officer. The UCMJ rules were very clear that it was taboo for men and women in those categories to get together. Of course, Wyatt never worried about that. SEALs had a hell of a reputation for breaking rules in the military and living to tell about it.


  In fact, he knew plenty of officers and enlisted here on this base who would eagerly fraternize with one another. The key, of course, was keeping it hidden from a superior officer or individuals who might want to make trouble for the couple. If an officer was caught fraternizing with an enlisted, his or her career could go to hell pretty damn fast.


  Maybe he could convince Tal Culver that he’d personally guarantee that no one on this base would ever find them out. He’d say whatever he had to in order to get her into bed. Then again, he’d have to get her to talk to him first, so the chances were slim to none that he’d have to bother with guarantees!


  The other reason Matt had given him was cause for serious concern. He’d told Wyatt that Tal had lost the man she loved, a Marine sniper, six years ago. The couple had been deeply in love, Matt confided.


  Wyatt had wanted to continue their conversation and was frustrated that he’d have to wait to learn more—if Matt was in the mood then to continue his confidences. Maybe she was still grieving. Wyatt had never been in love, so he didn’t understand someone having to work through years of grief.


  The strangest thing was, he had a feeling—call it intuition—that deep down, Tal actually respected him. That was the thing about being a SEAL, working for years under life-and-death conditions. A SEAL’s intuition was so developed, it often flew off the charts. He’d seen intuition save a man’s life, and Wyatt’s psychic ability was damn near in the paranormal range. His platoon knew about his gift and always deferred to him on a DA when he told them to stop, that there was a Taliban ambush ahead of them. And he was never wrong.


  He watched Tal lead the way from the chow line to the opposite end of the hall from where he and his team sat, and smiled. Yeah, she knew exactly where he was sitting and was going to avoid him big-time. Pushing the emptied tray away from him, he picked up his mug of coffee and finished it off. God, how he’d missed good, strong espresso. Six months without a sip of it had been starting to stress him out.


  Wyatt watched Tal move between the tables. His body responded as he silently observed her. She had one of the nicest-shaped asses he’d ever seen on a woman. He could tell by the way she walked, the way her loose-fitting Marine outfit flowed over her hips, that she would be exciting to explore. His hands itched. Damn. He had it bad for his ice queen.


  Yet, when Wyatt did manage to snag her attention and get a few words in before she’d turn on her heel, he detected genuine interest in her eyes. That gave him hope; he suspected she was attracted to him but would face a firing squad before admitting it.


  Which was why he continued to pursue her. Sooner or later, he was going to wear that wild filly down.


  Rising from the table, he told his men he’d see them back at HQ. Sauntering down one of the polished aisles, a drop holster on each thigh, his Ka-Bar strapped to his right calf, Wyatt ignored the curious looks from the civilians and soldiers. A SEAL stood out precisely because of what he wore.


  He’d shucked down to his SEAL day uniform of a desert blouse and cammies, leaving his Kevlar vest and rifle back in his locker at HQ. Now he wished he’d at least showered, trimmed up his beard, and made himself look halfway presentable before flying into Tal’s face again.


  On the other hand, her brother, Matt, looked just as dirty and grungy as he did, and she clearly wasn’t repelled by his close proximity. Maybe, Wyatt hoped, with her family here, she’d at least be polite and let him try to charm her.


  Tal’s neck prickled with warning. Oh, damn! Her back was toward most of the chow hall, and she could see out the two windows on either side of them. Matt had said he’d bite the bullet and sit with his back to the window, a huge no-no in the black ops world, but he’d done it because Tal was there and she could see any threat or attack from the Taliban that might come their way. And Bagram had been hit many times before with mortars and hit squads who managed to get under the wire to do damage. It paid to remain constantly alert.


  Alexa sat next to Matt, her fraternal twin, not caring too much one way or another where she sat. After all, she was an A-10 Warthog driver, flying in one of the most protected cockpits in the world. The Air Force didn’t have to work on the ground with the troops, Tal thought. Her red-haired combat-pilot sister, who radiated a dazzling, bright energy, never saw life and death up close, just through the sights and computers on board her Warthog. This was a huge difference between the air and ground war. Alexa used the Gatling gun on the nose of her A-10 and dropped serious ordinance on the enemy, often at very close range and well within reach of enemy gunfire. The A-10 pilots like Alexa were highly respected by the ground troops because of their ability to swoop down low level, well within range of enemy bullets, and attack the enemy, pushing them back to save their lives. A-10 drivers, regardless of gender, among the troops were regarded to have the biggest sets of balls in the Air Force because every time they flew, there was a helluva good chance they could get killed protecting those on the ground.


  Tal reflexively rubbed the back of her neck, a warning bell going off. This wasn’t something she ignored, so she twisted to look over her shoulder. Her mouth turned downward as she met the friendly gray gaze of Wyatt Lockwood. Damn it to hell!


  Tal jerked around, scowling darkly, her lips tight. Matt, aware of the immediate change in her attitude, looked beyond her to find out what had generated this response. Then he grinned.


  “Hey, Gunslinger!” he called, rising from his seat, thrusting his hand across the table toward Wyatt. “Good to see you, bro.”


  Wyatt stopped about two feet away from Tal, who stared down at the food on her tray, deliberately ignoring him. He gripped Matt’s outstretched hand. “Hey, Culver. I thought I’d come over and say hello since I was in the area. Who’s this pretty little redhead sitting beside you?”


  Tal snorted derisively. Wyatt’s soft, easygoing Texas drawl always got to her. She wanted to tell him to leave, but she knew he and Matt had been like brothers for many years. Alexa lifted her head and beamed up at the SEAL. Tal squirmed. Lockwood was too close to her! She could literally feel the male heat rolling off him.


  “This is my twin sister, Captain Alexa Culver,” Matt said, gesturing toward her. “She just flew in with her A-10 and we met by accident here in the chow line. Alexa, this is Chief Wyatt Lockwood, a SEAL and a good friend of mine.”


  Alexa stood and offered her hand. “Hey, nice to meet you, Chief Lockwood.”


  Wyatt nodded and smiled. “Believe me, the pleasure is all mine.” He grinned back and then released her hand as she sat down.


  Matt said, “Hey, why not join us? Sit down, bro. I need to catch up with you.”


  Wyatt leaned over just enough to catch Tal’s disgruntled stare in his direction. “Ma’am? Do you mind?” He gestured toward the empty chair about a foot and a half away from her.


  Tal gritted her teeth and glared at Matt, who gave her a confused look. “Sit down if you want,” she growled at him, cutting into her breakfast steak. Of all things! She knew Wyatt would somehow find her! He was a damned SEAL and they had that all-terrain radar.


  She saw Alexa give her a questioning look because of her sour reaction to Wyatt. Her sister knew nothing about Lockwood’s three-year campaign to woo her into his bed, and she sure wasn’t about to tell her right now. Not with this Texas cowboy sitting down next to her.


  “I’m a little worse for wear,” Wyatt drawled, gesturing to his dusty uniform.


  “Aren’t we all?” Matt said with a grin, sitting down. “How are you, Wyatt? What’s going on over in SEALdom?”


  Wyatt took a coffeepot and a clean cup from the center of the table and poured himself some. “Been up in the Hindu Kush, Af-Pak border area. Doing a little HVT huntin’.”


  “Did you get the guy, Chief?” Alexa asked between bites of her scrambled eggs.


  “Yes, ma’am, we did, although it took six days longer than we’d planned.” He shrugged. “We’d estimated six days for the DA, and it turned out to be twelve. Ran out of MREs at day six and bought a goat off a Shinwari farmer so we could run and gun on meat.”


  “Wow,” Alexa murmured, giving him an impressed look. “You SEALs rock.”


  “We think so,” Wyatt agreed smugly with a nod and grin in her direction. He heard Tal Culver choke and press her hand against her chest. When Wyatt gently patted her on the back like a mother might a child, she gave him a “get your hands off me” look that even a SEAL had to respect. He quickly lifted his hand away, wrapping it around his mug of coffee in front of him.


  “Do I need to give you the Heimlich maneuver here?” he asked with a slight smile.


  “Never happen,” Tal choked out. Damn it! Lockwood was sex on a stick, whether he was dirty, coming off a mission, or clean. And she’d seen him both ways often enough. Only now, he looked like Bigfoot, a tall, hairy ape, his beard making him look more animal than human.


  In Termessos National Park, in the Antalya province of Turkey, as a seventeen-year-old, Tal had seen a rare Anatolian leopard. She’d snapped a photo of it, riveted by the huge cat that roamed the mountainous region. Alex and Matt had not seen the animal, but she had a photo of it to prove her story.


  Wyatt Lockwood reminded her of that elusive, powerful, rare leopard. Quiet. Dangerous. An apex predator, king of the jungle. Only this one had two legs, not four, and a set of balls on him that ran his brain.


  Now Wyatt was sitting so close to her that she could smell him—a combination of sweat, goat odor, and dust. But what made her breasts tighten was his male scent. She could smell it! God! What was going on with her? Her body was a total traitor to her, and Tal felt panic deep in her gut. She had loved Sergeant Brian Collier, one of the best snipers in the cadre. And she’d given her heart, her soul, and her body to him. He’d done the same for her. Why was her body betraying her now? In all the years since Brian’s death, she’d never been attracted to another man. But her thoughts always strayed to Wyatt Lockwood, which unsettled her greatly and made her feel guilty. She only had room in her heart for one great love. Tal could never stand the loss of a second man. She just couldn’t.


  She was aware that Wyatt was offering her a glass of water, holding her stare, patient as an Anatolian leopard waiting for his prey to move past so he could leap upon it.


  Tal couldn’t understand why, despite her dislike for him, she felt her walls threaten to crumble as a flow of hunger burned within her lower body. She wondered what it would be like to be kissed by this brazen Texas cowboy. God, he was confident of his appeal to women! The man reeked of naked sensuality that dripped off him, and he’d never even touched her—at least not that way.


  But the look in those stormy gray eyes and his tough predator intelligence shook her reserve whenever she saw him. No man had ever done that to her. Not even Brian Collier, much as she’d loved him.


  “Come on, darlin’, you need to take a sip or two of this water to clear up whatever’s stuck in your throat,” Wyatt urged, lifting the glass in her direction.


  Heat flooded Tal’s face as he again offered her the glass, and to avoid an extended hassle, she grabbed it. Their fingers momentarily grazed each other, sending a shiver through her. Keeping her expression blank, she brought the glass to her lips and gulped the water, agitated. Tal swallowed convulsively, choked, and coughed violently.


  Wyatt grasped the glass before it spilled, and a moment later she felt a sharp, concentrated blow between her shoulder blades. It was strong enough to push her forward. Stunned, she blinked and sat up.


  “There, darlin’,” Wyatt drawled, “no more water in your windpipe. Feel better now?”


  There was an honesty in his stare that shook her.


  “Okay?” he prodded again.


  “Y-yes . . . okay . . . ,” Tal managed hoarsely, rubbing her throat. She’d swallowed wrong for sure, and his remedy—slapping her back hard enough to dislodge the water stuck in the wrong pipe—had worked. Swallowing a couple of times, Tal tore her gaze from his concerned one and took several smaller sips this time. Her heart was hammering, and she felt shaky, like a teenage girl in front of her idol.


  “Gunslinger” was a good name for him. She wondered if Wyatt had notches on his SIG Sauer to show how many conquests he’d made. God knew he had a reputation for it.


  Matt reached across, touching her hand. “You all right, Tal? You look pale.”


  She set the glass down, frowning. “Of course. I just swallowed the wrong way.”


  “It was more than likely my fault,” acknowledged Wyatt. “The lady seems a bit spooked whenever I’m around,” he confided to her siblings with a regretful grin.


  Tal’s brows drew down. “I’m not going to dispute your observation, Chief Lockwood.”


  He gave her a crooked smile and rubbed his beard. “Hmmm, you think it might be a little bit of rivalry between the Navy and the Marine Corps, ma’am?”


  It killed Tal that he was so polite, even courtly, toward her. He was never angry or nasty. He just kept behaving like a patient Anatolian leopard stalking its prey.


  “Given,” she snapped, “that you’ve screwed up more than three of my operations in the past, Chief, yes, I’d say there’s some friction between us.”


  Tal saw Alexa’s arched red brows move up in surprise. She had stopped eating, her gaze riveted on them. Matt was studying Tal, too, his game face in place. But she was his big sister, and she could read what was in his eyes very clearly. Matt was upset that she’d been rude to Lockwood.


  She was sorry for a moment, and then thought, Too bad. Matt didn’t know their history, or that Lockwood was always stalking her, whether close or from a distance. It was wearing her down and her nerves were jangled. She was only able to confide about her personal life to her sympathetic mother and her doting uncle Ihsan.


  Her Turkish uncle was a treat to unload on. In his early fifties, he was a Sufi who believed that love and compassion were his primary guidelines for living a good life.


  Wyatt straightened up, taking his hand off the back of Tal’s chair. “Hey, bro, I gotta mosey on down the road. Have to write up a sit rep, situation report, on that twelve-day boondoggle of ours. You gonna be around for a few days?”


  Matt grinned. “Yeah, let’s get together over at the canteen. I’ll buy your team a round of beer.”


  Wyatt rose. “You got it, pardner.” He smiled over at Alexa. “Nice meeting you, ma’am.”


  “You too, Chief. Please stay safe out there.”


  “Count on it,” he said, and winked at her.


  Wyatt turned his attention to Tal. He laid his hand briefly on her hunched shoulder. “You try and take it easy for a few days, ma’am. I think that op was rougher than you let on. A few nights of good sleep will do wonders for you. See you around.”


  Tal didn’t even bother to look up at Lockwood. She gave him a curt nod of her head and shook off the flames that flared up when his large, callused hand rested briefly on her shoulder.


  “Goodbye, Chief,” she bit out, her eyes straight ahead.


  Alexa gave her a confused look after the SEAL left. “What on earth is going on between you two?”


  “What?” Tal played dumb, pulling her tray over.


  “Why were you so snooty toward him, Tal? That isn’t like you.”


  Matt sat back, assessing her. “Yeah, Tal. That’s not like you at all. You’re a nice person and you always bend over backward to be pleasant to everyone.” And then he suddenly grinned. “Unless, of course, they’ve got a rifle pointed in your direction. Then all bets are off.”


  A grin edged Tal’s lips as she ate her now-lukewarm food. “That’s so true.”


  Matt leaned his elbows on the table, clasping his hands in front of him. “Seriously, sis. Why were you so cold toward Wyatt? He’s a good guy, even if he is a SEAL. I’ve known him for years and the dude is built solid. He’ll have your back, no question.”


  Tal stared at her brother and sister. “It’s not that easy to explain.”


  “He likes you,” Alexa pointed out, suddenly having an epiphany.


  Her mouth tightened and she scowled in Alexa’s direction.


  Matt raised his brows, glancing over at Alexa. “Aha! That’s it!”


  “Wyatt likes you, Tal, doesn’t he?” Matt baited her, grinning hugely.


  Her skin itched where he’d laid his hand on her shoulder, and she longed to change the subject. “Stop being my inquisitors, you two!” she snapped at them. She saw Matt sit back, a silly grin spreading across his bearded features.


  “He’s really a hunk,” Alexa sighed. “You have good taste, Tal.”


  “Oh, come on!” Tal pleaded. “Alexa, I’m just not interested! I have no time for a personal relationship out here! Do either of you?” She gave them each a penetrating look.


  Matt shook his head. “No way.”


  “No,” Alexa said slowly. “But clearly, Wyatt likes you. A lot. A whole lot, Tal. He looked really concerned when you started choking. For a moment there, I thought he was going to haul you out of that chair and give you the Heimlich maneuver.” She chortled, clapping her hands. “I’d love to have seen that!”


  “Oh, you’re such a teenager sometimes, Alexa.”


  “I’m only two short years younger than you, Tal. At twenty-seven, I’m all grown up.”


  Her sister could needle the hell out of her when she wanted to. “I don’t like him, Alexa. Okay? It may be hard for your starry-eyed romantic brain to compute. But that’s it in a nutshell, so give it a rest, okay?”


  “Ouch,” Matt said, holding up his hands. “This is getting way too personal.”


  “Oh, stay out of it, Matt. We’re women, and we’ll deal with it in our own way,” Tal growled.


  Alexa smirked. “I just love this! I was wondering when you might fall in love again, Tal. Three years is a long time between relationships, you know?”


  Tal wanted to deny all of it but couldn’t. Did she feel like she lived in a barren desert when her hormones raged monthly, clamoring for some really great sex with the right guy? Hell, yes. But she had yet to find a great guy in this godforsaken country since Brian Collier. He’d been a quiet, thoughtful person, listening well without interrupting her. Brian had allowed her to dream. To be a little girl once more, as she was growing up. He loved it when she could shed that officer cloak she had to wear. And he encouraged her, in some ways still a boy himself. Brian had made her laugh, and he saw the world in simple, black-and-white terms, unlike her. And then, Tal had her own epiphany. Damned if Wyatt Lockwood wasn’t a lot like Brian!


  It was a year after Brian had died when Wyatt Lockwood first penetrated her defenses and made her feel things a normal woman would feel. She’d been over at the recreation hall, swimming in the large pool in her one-piece black swimsuit. She’d literally bumped into Wyatt, who was working with some Afghan children at the shallow end of the pool. He was dressed in a pair of long swim trunks that came almost to his knees, bare-chested and total eye candy.


  She’d been in deep grieving, and yet that first time she met Wyatt, her heart opened, sending warmth throughout her chest, making her aware of her body, her hormones, and her needs for the first time in a year. She hung around, but not too obviously, and watched him with that group of little Afghan boys, teaching them how to swim. She found herself yearning to go down there and watch him work with the children, who adored him. His smile was frequent, and the funny faces and expressions he made had the Afghan children rocking with laughter, squealing and splashing water on him. She ached to meet him, and somehow he must have known that.


  After he’d spent an hour teaching the children, he climbed out of the water, threw a white towel around those broad shoulders of his, and came down her way. He’d introduced himself, sat down on the edge of the pool, and made her feel like she wanted to live once more. Wyatt loved children; that was clear. And she was powerfully drawn to his boyish demeanor, that sexy Texas drawl of his, and the amusement that always glinted in his eyes. Like Brian, he took life easy and didn’t get into a snit about the little things like so many others, including she, did.


  And then he had leaned over and kissed her lightly on the lips, jarring her. Shocking her. Giving her a burning look, Wyatt told her that he was going to make a habit of being around her a lot more often. It was later that same week that Tal had seen Wyatt with her brother, Matt, and realized they were good friends. Then she learned he was a Navy chief, an enlisted person. She was an officer. And the two just couldn’t mix. Tal tried to tell herself that that was the reason to ignore Wyatt and push him out of her life. But in truth? Brian had been enlisted too, and she’d fallen hopelessly in love with the man. And maybe that was what scared her so much, why she was always running away from Lockwood: he drew her like a powerful magnet that she couldn’t resist.


  Tal took a minute to get herself together. No point in spoiling this rare time with her brother and sister just because she was messed up emotionally. She shifted to a plea, knowing they’d go for it. “Come on, guys. You have to admit that I’m always the logical one among us.” Turning to her sister, she added, “And I’m realistic, Alexa. I know you fall in love easily. I don’t. I’ve always said you had a Teflon heart, and I didn’t get one at birth like you did.”


  Alexa’s mouth curved. “You sound jealous, Tal. I can’t help it if I’m a romantic and I’m able to deal with breakups or changes in a relationship. I wouldn’t give up my positive, idealistic attitude for anything. And just because I haven’t found a relationship that sticks like glue doesn’t mean I’m locking myself away in a tower, either. We normal folks aren’t meant to be alone.”


  Tal, eyeing Alexa, responded calmly, “Li’l sis, we just have different career responsibilities. Maybe if I was in an air war instead of a ground war, I might be more like you. But I’m not.” Tal had lost her idealism about ground-war combat a long time ago. Alexa was up in the sky, safe from seeing the blood, hearing the screams of a man dying, smelling the stench of death, watching a child bleeding out after stepping on an IED, an improvised explosive device.


  Alexa sighed and shook her head, giving her a warm look. “You have always been the serious, responsible one of us, Tal. But then, you’re firstborn, so you can’t help it.”


  Why did she have the feeling Alexa felt sorry for her? Matt, too, was giving her a compassionate look, but Matt didn’t mess around with women like Lockwood did. He had essentially shut himself away from relationships because of the kind of job he had.


  Alexa’s air war, on the other hand, gave her lots of free time on a nice, cushy base, with lots of good-looking Air Force dudes around. And because she was a guy magnet, Alexa was always the object of every man’s attention, enlisted or officer. She wasn’t a flirt, however. She was simply one of those people who brought sunlight into every life that she touched.


  Matt said, turning to Tal with a pleading look, “Wyatt is a decent person, Tal. I’ve been out with him on plenty of ops and I’d trust him with my life. And you know I don’t say that kind of thing lightly.”


  “That might be true, but as a woman, I’m not impressed with a guy I see tomcatting around the base as soon as he gets off an op. Ever seen him in that kind of action?”


  “Wyatt believes in living life to the fullest,” Matt rationalized. “It’s not my way, but I don’t condemn the guy, either. It isn’t like he’s going around jumping women. He’s got enough women standing in line who want his attention. He doesn’t have to look far, believe me.”


  “I can see why,” Alexa sighed, resting her chin in her hand. “Right now, he’s pretty scruffy-looking, but you know what? He oozes sensuality. I mean, it’s pretty awesome. I haven’t seen many men like him with that kind of charisma.”


  “How lucky can I get?” Tal asked snappishly, and was immediately sorry because her siblings gave her a reproving look.


  “He brings out your bitchy side,” Alexa said thoughtfully. “Wyatt must really be getting under your skin.” And then she gave her a sunny smile and reached out, patting Tal’s hand. “Or into your pants? And if he hasn’t yet, why not give him a try? I really think you need some great wall-banging sex and some heavy-duty orgasms to get him out of your system, Tal. And he’d be just the guy to give you all that and more. Four years without sex is a terrible dry spell to endure. That would be my worst nightmare.”


  Matt rolled his eyes. “I’m staying out of this one. You women get down and dirty a hell of a lot more than a bunch of men talking about sex ever do.”


  Tal gave him a laconic look.


  Alexa raised one brow, nodded to Tal, and grinned brightly.


  


  
    CHAPTER 3
  


  IT WAS NEARLY dark when Wyatt caught sight of Tal heading away from the chow hall. She was probably going to the women’s area of the B-huts. These were barracks huts made from plywood, with a small room for each of the four officers living in them. Each room contained a cot, a dresser, a window, and an air conditioner. The walls were paper-thin, and any thunk-thunk on the plywood floor would wake up anyone else in the hut.


  Wyatt had visited the barber after seeing Tal at breakfast and gotten cleaned up. He’d trimmed his beard, had his shaggy hair shaped a little, and then taken a long, hot shower. That was what he looked forward to the most—a hot shower to loosen the kinks out of his sore, stiff muscles. Now, wearing a clean day uniform that consisted of a long-sleeved shirt and cammies, he felt human again. He walked silently, like all SEALs, sure that the good Marine captain couldn’t hear him approach her from behind. Wyatt didn’t want to scare the hell out of her, but everyone in their business was hypervigilant.


  “Hey,” he called softly, wanting to catch her attention but not have her reach for that pistol on her thigh. “How are you feeling now, Captain?”


  Tal jerked to a halt and spun around, her hand automatically going for the damned pistol. Even in the dusk, Wyatt could see the fear and shock in her narrowing eyes, her palm automatically coming to rest on the butt of her safed .45. He smiled and held up his hands, leaving a good six feet between them.


  “Hey, I’m unarmed, darlin’,” he teased in his drawl. He saw her eyes move to his two drop holsters with SIGs in them.


  “You’re never unarmed, Chief,” Tal muttered, pulling her hand away from the butt of her .45 pistol and slowly straightening to her full six feet.


  He lowered his hands, allowing them to rest easily on his hips as he studied her in the dusk. The entrance to the B-hut was a good hundred feet away. She couldn’t just turn, slip into it, and slam the door in his face. Not this time.


  He noticed that her voice was sharp with adrenaline, and he felt guilty for alarming her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare the bejesus out of you.” He hitched a thumb toward the chow hall in the distance. “I spotted you coming from chow and thought I’d intercept you, see how you’re feelin’ after your coughing and choking episode.”


  Well, that was half true. It was a good reason to get her to drop that icy shield she kept around her. The fear dissolved in her eyes, replaced by a spark of anger. Why?


  “I’m fine,” she muttered, the tension bleeding out of her. “Now leave me alone, please.”


  He adopted his old cowboy slouch and said, “Hey, I’d like to take you out for pizza and beer some night. If you’re like me, you could use some downtime after those last ops we were on . . .”


  “Are you crazy? I’m not going anywhere with you, Lockwood.” She couldn’t believe his gall. Hadn’t he gotten the point yet? She wasn’t interested! Well, that wasn’t quite true. Her body sure as hell was interested in the lanky, casual SEAL, but her heart? That was wholly another matter. Tal wasn’t a love-’em-and-leave-’em type; she was never interested in one-night stands. What interested her was a long-term, serious relationship. And she knew Wyatt Lockwood wasn’t interested in that sort of ongoing affair.


  He looked down at himself and then up at her. “Crazy? Not since the last time I checked. Why not go out with me?”


  Okay, so sweet-talking wasn’t going to work. Wyatt knew they had simmering chemistry between them. It had always been there. He wasn’t a SEAL for nothing. They went after what they wanted. He straightened and walked right up to her, took her gently by the arm, and led her over to the side of the materials and supply building, placing her back against it. This way, she had no place to go, since he was standing a foot away from her, looking into her shocked eyes.


  Taking her completely by surprise, he said, “I really like you, Captain, but you won’t even let me get my foot in the door. It’s been three years now, so you can’t say I’m not patient. So satisfy my curiosity, okay? What’s going on here?”


  Unsettled by his bluntness, she took a minute to get her thoughts together and came up with the most important reason first. “It’s obvious, even if it’s escaped your notice. I’m an officer and you’re enlisted, and never the twain shall meet. You know those are the rules, even if you are a stubborn damn SEAL and think you can break rules whenever it suits you.”


  She reminded him of a cornered female bobcat, all hisses, spits, and growls. “That’s never stopped me before, and it shouldn’t stop you, either.” He looked around the base, watching the night throw its shadowy cape across the busy desert Army base. Returning his gaze to her, he said, “I know a number of safe places here on base where a man and woman who want total privacy can get it.”


  “I’ll just bet you do,” Tal retorted, her fists clenched at her sides. “Listen carefully, Lockwood. I want nothing to do with you. Period. Does that compute?”


  He took off his baseball cap and scratched his combed hair. “Well, no, not exactly, darlin’.”


  Her fine nostrils flared and her voice quivered. “Don’t you dare call me that word. Save that for all the other women you routinely chase around here.”


  His brows rose. “Ahhh, my legendary reputation has preceded me. Well, I’d like to share my philosophy with you—”


  “Don’t bother! Matt told me all about your ‘living for today’ attitude.”


  “It’s a good philosophy, don’t you think?” He allowed a hint of a smile to leak from his mouth, wanting to kiss the hell out of those petulant, full lips of hers. Had anyone ever told this woman how sexy, how earthy and sensual she was beneath that godawful uniform she wore? Just because she was a Marine didn’t mean she wasn’t sexual.


  “No! I don’t do sex for sex’s sake, so get me off your radar, Chief Lockwood.”


  “Now,” he crooned in his best drawl, “the woman I want to take to bed and make love to is my whole world. She’s the only thing on my radar, darlin’. I want to hear her talk, listen to the tenor of her voice, feel how soft her skin is, how responsive she is when I start to please her. My woman is all I live for in that moment. Nothing else exists for me except her heart, her soul, and what I can do to please her.”


  “Ugh,” Tal muttered, wishing she could gut-punch him so he’d move and leave her alone.


  Wyatt thought he saw arousal in her eyes when he dropped to that low, soft drawl, kind of like a croon, and he knew the effect it had on women. He wondered if she was damp between her thighs yet. How he’d like to run his hand between her legs and find out. “I don’t see anything wrong with wanting to please my women, do you?” he said, and remained where he was. Wyatt knew if he reached out to touch her right now, she’d probably deck him.


  He’d wanted to test Tal to see just how deep her supposed revulsion toward him really was. There was a slim possibility that she really didn’t want him, but he thought the chances were between low and none. “You know,” he continued, “there’s more than just sex between a man and a woman. There’s the sharing of genuine feelings. And the best part is when they like each other as well as have a great time in bed together.”


  He saw her drag in a ragged breath. His hands itched to follow the curve of those breasts, to feel their heat and touch her nipples, which by his calculations were already hard right now.


  “Step back,” she ordered, her eyes narrowing. Tal couldn’t go there. She just couldn’t, even though her damned body was being a traitor, falling for Lockwood’s seduction. The man clearly knew how to get a woman’s full and undivided attention. And worse, she liked that he was fully, intensely focused on no one but her. Absorbing him, that glint in his eyes, his shadowy features, wildly aware of the male heat rolling off him, she wanted to try to disregard her fearful heart. It had been shattered with the death of Brian, and it had nearly broken her as a result. She never wanted to endure that kind of pain again.


  “You know,” he said, suddenly changing the subject, “when I was a boy, I spent a lot of time breaking wild mustangs at my father’s ranch near Van Horn, Texas. I loved the land there, the animals, nature. My dad always told me I was good at working with wild animals. On a regular basis, he’d rescue ten or fifteen mustangs from a chicken feed factory up in Amarillo and have them trucked down to our ranch. Then he gave them to me to tame. We’d put them in a huge, round corral, and I’d bring in a hose and fill buckets of water. I knew how thirsty they were, and I wanted to show them that a human could be trusted. I knew all they had experienced from us was pain.”


  He saw Tal’s shoulders lose some of their tension and the fear dissolve in her suspicious eyes. Wyatt knew the importance of a low, soft voice with frightened four-legged animals, or in this case, a wary two-legged human female.


  “What did you do?” she asked, her voice turning husky.


  He heard the anger leave her voice. Now her tone was frayed and she was still breathing roughly, struggling to get the unfamiliar emotions he’d stirred up under control, probably feeling as trapped as those wild mustangs had been. He smiled a little and lifted his hands. “I’d fill a bucket with water, speak softly to them, and walk over toward them. As soon as they got the scent of that water, they wanted it more than anything else, so they slowly made their way toward me. It was always the stallion who came over first, the mares and fillies hanging back, watching the stud check me out. He’d eyeball me and I’d just stand quietly, speaking in a low, crooning voice. That stud would sink half his face into the pail, drinking in huge gulps. When I ran out of water, I’d slowly back away from them, never turning my back on them, and go fill up that bucket again. Then I’d come back, stand in the exact same place, and let them snort, make all kinds of scared sounds, but eventually, they’d haltingly come forward and drink.”


  Wyatt smiled a little, wanting to caress her flushed cheek and dispel the distrust he saw in her eyes. “Pretty soon, I had two or three mustangs all trying to get their noses into that same bucket all at once.” He laughed. “I was soaked, water splashing everywhere as they crowded in around me to get a drink. And when the bucket was empty, I’d back up to the hose, set the pail on the ground, and fill it again. Now those mustangs would follow me over to it, and before I could fill the pail, they were crowding around me, sucking up that water. They’d lost their fear of me. They knew I was going to provide them life-giving water and that I wasn’t going to hurt them.”


  He opened his large, square hand toward her. “They learned my hand brought only good things to them. Later, it was a dandy brush to brush their ears that always itched, clean the dirt off their faces and their lower legs. And then I brought a currycomb and ran it along the heavily muscled parts of their body. It was like giving them a massage at a horsey day spa.”


  “You tamed them with love,” Tal said softly, choked up by the story. She was a softy when it came to any child or animal.


  Wyatt was pleased. Mission accomplished! Now he had gotten Tal out of escape mode. Her breathing had settled down, her arms were across her chest, and she was no longer tense. People, like horses, needed a little TLC, so when he could employ similar methods, like that low Southern voice of his, to get the best from a frightened adversary, he would do it.


  “I showed them that a human could love them, but the first thing they learned about me was that they could trust me.”


  “And your story is another way of telling me I can trust you?” This was an unknown facet of him she’d never seen before. And Tal was fascinated and drawn powerfully to him, whether she wanted to be or not.


  “I know your mama raised highly intelligent children . . . ,” he said, showing her his surefire, amiable grin.


  Tal shrugged and managed a small smile. “My mother raised the three of us on Greek, Turkish, and American myths, fables, and fairy tales. I loved listening to her read to us at bedtime.” She sighed and looked him up and down in the shadowy darkness now surrounding them. “So you see me as a wild mustang? Someone who doesn’t trust you?”


  He scratched his bearded jaw. “I’m afraid if I shared how I really saw you, you’d deck me and run for that B-hut and for sure never want to see my face again.” His teeth showed white against the shadows.


  Tal smiled a little, feeling badly about how rude she’d been to him. That just wasn’t like her, but this cowboy did things to her she couldn’t explain or control. “You’re probably right.”


  “But yes, I would like to gain your trust, for a good reason,” Wyatt offered, completely sincere now. “I’m an Eighteen Delta corpsman for my platoon and on my time off, I go out to the villages and offer medical assistance to the males. As a man in a Muslim country, I can’t look at, speak to, or touch an infant female, little girl, or woman. I’ve got a friend, another Eighteen Delta corpsman who works for another SEAL group, who helps out. Her name is Cindy Goldman, and I bet you’d like her. She’s bringing out a prosthesis for a little eight-year-old girl we met. The kid’s a fighter—she’s from a nearby village, where she stepped on an IED a year ago. We’re doing what little we can to give her a new start.” He cocked his head and studied Tal in the lulling silence.


  “I know Cindy could use another woman with a medical background. Matt told me you’re a paramedic, and you’d be perfect to help us. How about it?”


  Now Tal was beginning to loosen up, leaning against the building, one boot heel resting on it. The tension she always carried had lessened. “I like helping kids,” she admitted, frowning, waffling.


  Was it his story? Him? A combination? Wyatt didn’t know, but he felt he was getting closer to Tal and getting her to trust him just a little bit.


  “That sounds good,” she said thoughtfully. “I usually volunteer my time when I’m here in Bagram for village medical duty.” She remembered when she first met him at the pool, teaching young Afghan boys how to swim. And that mind-blowing kiss he’d given her out of the blue. Tal knew he had a good heart despite his always having a woman on his arm.


  “Good. Then meet me over at the helo terminal at 0800? I’ve got a CH-47 scheduled to take us, and a pallet of shoes and clothes for the kids. They’ll drop us off and then pick us up at 1700 and bring us back here. I’d pack a lunch in your rucksack, and bring along a couple of gallons of water, too.”


  “You’re a real mother hen deep down, aren’t you, Lockwood,” she said sarcastically, but the sharpness was gone.


  He took a step back, dramatically throwing his hands on his chest. “Dang, you found me out, woman.” Wyatt saw Tal completely relax, her arms falling to her sides. She moved her shoulders, as if to free them from some burden she carried.


  He never forgot how lethal a warrior she was. Snipers were a special bunch, with a personality all their own. They were infinitely patient, stubborn, and laser-focused on their objectives.


  Looking into her shadowed green eyes, he smiled and found warmth and interest. As for arousal, he knew that would come, too. But later. He should have cornered this filly a long time ago and told her his horse story. Maybe she was a wild mustang in disguise.


  What Tal didn’t know was that she was an exception to one of Wyatt’s rules. He didn’t chase women—he let them pursue him. She was the only one that he’d had to pursue, for years before this moment, when he’d finally trapped her and gotten her undivided attention.


  “Come on,” he urged, gesturing toward her B-hut, “let me walk you home.” He stepped away, giving her plenty of room. There was a thoughtful expression in her eyes, her soft mouth full and no longer pursed. “What?” he asked as she walked over to him.


  “You.”


  “What about me?”


  “There’s a whole other side to you, isn’t there?” she said curiously, searching his face.


  “Isn’t that true of everyone, darlin’?” He thought better of it once the word was out, but this time, she didn’t react to his casual endearment. Instead, she kept him in her sights and dug deep inside like the sniper she was. Wyatt didn’t mind. He let himself stay open and vulnerable to her inspection, knowing that was the key to getting Tal’s trust. And he wanted that more than anything else.


  “Yes, but you’re different from other people. I often wondered . . .” And she turned her head, staring out into the night for a moment, carefully choosing her words. Tal frowned and looked up at him. “You’re an onion, Lockwood.”


  Grinning, he said, “An onion? Good grief, woman, couldn’t you say something more romantic rather than calling me a lowly, smelly, ugly-lookin’ vegetable that makes people cry?” He liked teasing her, because he saw her first real smile pull at those lush lips of hers. Tal didn’t realize just how beautiful she was, with or without makeup.


  He felt an ache for her begin and gave thanks that she couldn’t see his erection beneath the heavy trousers he wore.


  “I always talk in symbols. I see people as animals too,” she murmured. “Being like an onion means you have many layers. You’re a lot more complex than I gave you credit for. Course, I can’t speak to your smell.” A faint smile lurked at the corners of her mouth.


  For the first time, Tal was teasing him! That was real progress! “Is that a good thing?” he asked innocently, cocking his head, meeting and matching her hesitant smile. Now they were less than a foot apart, and he could feel the heat from her body. Even better, he could inhale her scent, which made him long for her. He had to do something to relieve it. But what? Wyatt wasn’t about to ruin the mood he’d created, or he might be set back another three years!


  She smelled like a Turkish spice bazaar, like cinnamon and vanilla. Wyatt had traveled the world and had been in a lot of Middle Eastern and Asian countries. This scent turned him on, and he had an urge to taste her skin, lick it, breathe her essence into him and let it flow like liquid fire throughout his hungry body.


  “It’s not a bad thing,” she demurred, turning away, her boots crunching across the gravel as she made her way toward the B-huts.


  Wyatt smiled and followed, leaving a good foot between them. He didn’t want to accidentally touch her—it was way too soon for intimacy. Creating an opportunity for further contact had been his objective tonight, and he’d done just that. With a horse story.


  “Then you’re not going to throw the baby out with the bathwater?” he teased, catching her wry look and admiring her keen intelligence as she ruthlessly studied him.


  “Not yet.”


  “Good thing I’m an onion, then.”


  She laughed, shaking her head. Halting at the door, Tal turned, her hand on the knob. “I’ll bring my paramedic ruck with me tomorrow. Is Cindy going to give vaccinations or do anything else I should know about?”


  “No. But I’d have plenty of syringes and antibiotics on hand.”


  “Okay.” She studied him in the darkness. “Good night, Chief Lockwood.”


  “Could you call me Wyatt when we’re alone, maybe?” More than anything, he wanted to remove the “officer” and “enlisted” barrier between them whenever possible.


  She looked away from him for a moment, considering his plea, and he watched her mull things over.


  “Okay,” she finally muttered, frowning.


  “I know you’re worried,” he told her. “I promise, Tal, I won’t embarrass you or undermine your position as an officer. I will fully protect your status. That’s a promise.” His voice was serious.


  Searching her upturned face, Wyatt wanted to reach out, cup her cheeks, and lightly kiss her lips, but he forced himself to remain where he was. He didn’t want to jeopardize that slender thread of trust she’d just handed him.


  Looking deep into her eyes, he said, his voice low with barely checked emotion, “I will always have your back, Tal.”


  At that moment, she believed him. She knew a SEAL would give his life before he left his teammates open to injury or danger of any kind.


  “Okay,” she murmured, “that’s good enough.” She looked at him, his beard less scruffy now that he’d tidied up. Suddenly, she wondered what he’d look like without one. Her hunch was that he would be ruggedly handsome, not a pretty boy. The fine lines at the corners of his eyes were probably from a combination of squinting into the sun during his missions and laughing deeply. She began to feel her fears melting away. This Wyatt seemed to be a different man from the one she’d been resisting all these years. What had changed all of a sudden between them? Had she changed? Was she over the grief of losing Brian? Was it Wyatt? His horse story? Her body wanted him. Clearly, it did. But her heart was wary. Could she risk it again? And Tal was very unsure about Lockwood’s ever wanting anything but a one-night stand, which was a place she wouldn’t ever go. All she saw was insurmountable hurdles standing between them.


  It was crazy to trust Wyatt so quickly, but she realized it was because he had pledged to protect her reputation. Not that she’d agreed to any kind of relationship with him. All she had agreed to do was help out at a local village and dole out medical care. Looking up into his dark, emotion-filled eyes, she could sense a fierce, guard-dog part of him—and he was offering it to her. She’d been told his men would follow him to hell and back; now she knew why.


  She was also impressed with his passion for protecting children. Clearly, Wyatt cared for them or he wouldn’t have been offering medical services to the villagers. He also cared about mustangs that were thirsty for water. And now, apparently, he wanted to take care of her—at least, as far as her reputation went. But could she face risk again? Her heart had been shattered when she’d lost Brian. When she loved, she loved completely. And she had. Now? Wyatt Lockwood was asking her to give him a chance. On him. Of all people. He was a gambler with a woman’s heart, and Tal never gambled.


  Looking up at him, she could have sworn she felt him reach out and caress her cheek, but no, his arms remained at his sides. It had to be her imagination. She had heard that black ops people had a very high level of psychic ability because their survival depended on it. Was he sending her a message without jeopardizing their newly established connection?


  She watched as warmth flowed into his eyes, and Tal again felt caressing energy extending from him to her. Was that an invisible embrace? She wasn’t sure, because she’d never experienced this before. She swallowed and whispered, “Are you for real?”


  The corners of his mouth drew up with amusement. “Oh, darlin’, I’m as real as it gets,” he said and lifted his finger, taking a few strands of black hair that had escaped her ponytail and easing them behind her ear. “You’re looking at me like I’m more ghost than man.” His grin widened, and he let his hand fall back to his side.


  “I don’t know,” Tal began, hesitant, trying to see through him or understand him better. “You seem so different from the man I thought you were.”


  “Maybe because you discovered that I’m an onion?”


  Tal laughed quietly and saw his eyes dance with mischief. “I like the sense of humor you’re sharing with me.”


  “I’m pretty much the joker of our SEAL platoon,” Wyatt assured her proudly. “When guys get tight, I just play the clown, and things loosen up pretty quickly.”


  “I can see why.”


  “And you didn’t see it in me before this?”


  Shaking her head, she studied him until silence hung between them once more. Finally, Tal said, “You never showed these sides of yourself to me before. All I saw was you chasing me every time we happened to be at Bagram at the same time. I felt hunted, pursued, and I didn’t like it.”


  Nodding, he replied, “Yeah, after all those years? I finally got it. I’m a little slow on the uptake. But I figured out a tactic with you that would hopefully let me gain a little of your trust, Tal.”


  Her name rolled off his lips and a tiny shiver of expectation, of need, flowed softly through her. What would it be like to kiss this man with that delicious, strong mouth? Tal now knew he wasn’t a Neanderthal, at least not all of him. No, Wyatt had many layers; she wondered if she’d see even half of them over time. “What took you so long?”


  “Well,” he murmured, giving her a silly grin, “you’re an onion too, you know? And you’re equally complex. Sometimes, people like us take time to rummage around and find the right layer to reveal.”


  She smiled faintly. “Well said. And so far, I like what you’ve shown me tonight.”


  “So? Do I still scare you off?”


  “Not as much.”


  “But it’s still there? The fear?”


  Tal nodded. “Yes . . . but that’s another story for another time, Wyatt.” When she used his first name, she saw him straighten, a gleam come to his eyes, his shoulders pull back with a bit more pride.


  Tal found herself wanting to ask him some questions, but she knew it would have to wait. He seemed to be reading her mind. “Now that I know you like stories, I’ll be sharing some more with you from time to time. If you’ll let me.”


  “Stories tell a story,” she said almost wistfully, her eyes clouding, remembering her mother reading to her and her siblings. Tal lifted her chin, meeting Wyatt’s attentive gaze. “My mother, Dilara, is Turkish and Greek. She would read us a Turkish fable in that language. And then, several nights later, she’d read us one of Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tales in English. And then she’d read us Greek myths and speak in Greek to us.”


  Wyatt smiled approvingly. “Your mother is a very astute person. Children pick up languages like birds pick up breadcrumbs. She obviously knew what she was doing.”


  “Yes, my Greek and Turkish relatives are big on languages. They believe it’s important for us to know as many as possible. They own international shipping companies, so being able to speak foreign languages is important to them.”


  “Matt told me about his language skills years ago,” Wyatt admitted. “He never told me how he got them, but now I know. I appreciate your sharing that with me.”


  Tal felt her heart opening up a little bit more. “Stories always teach us something if we’re willing to learn and listen.”


  “I promise, you’re going to get more stories,” Wyatt said, his voice gruff now, his emotions rising. “It’s how we can reach inside and touch others’ hearts, Tal.”


  She backed off a bit. “Wyatt, I’m not sure where your honesty begins and your Texas BS ends yet. All I’ve seen until tonight is a man chasing me, interested in sex and a one-night stand for years.”


  He rested his hands on his hips, amusement in his eyes. “Now, see? That’s where you’re wrong. You listened to base gossip. You didn’t trust yourself with me. If you had listened to your heart, you wouldn’t have run.” He reached out, brushing her cheek. “I’m an onion. Remember? Ask yourself what other reasons I could possibly have to want to know you.”


  She gave him a skeptical look. “It wasn’t about sex?”


  “Well, I’d be a bald-faced liar if I didn’t admit that I see us as one hell of a couple in bed.”


  She compressed her lips, holding back a chuckle. “Correct. You would be dishonest not to admit to those thoughts.”


  “Thing is, Tal, I see a lot more in you, and I did from the first day I spotted you at that swimming pool at Recreation. You interested me in ways other women haven’t, maybe because you’re a sister onion. I see such depth in you, and complexity. I want to be able to dig into those layers of yours. I can get as much enjoyment from discovering what a woman sees and feels about life as I do from how she performs in bed.”


  “I’d never have thought that about you, Wyatt.”


  “That’s because you never let me in, Tal. Now you have. Now I can share things with you that you didn’t want to hear before. You thought the only reason I wanted you was for your body.” He smiled. “I want that too, but I’m equally interested in your heart, your soul, how you see life. I feel here”—he touched his chest over his heart—“that you and I have more in common than we might realize. You come from an international, global family, and I come from a Texas cattle ranch, but I believe that we can cross-pollinate each other in the best of ways. I’m just a country boy and you’re a true cosmopolitan kind of gal, but I’m sure we can find places where we resonate well with one another.”


  Tal stood still, absorbing his words, and in that instant, her world shifted. She wasn’t sure if it was a good or bad shift, or just different. She was reminded of a Turkish fable about a girl who fell down a well. She ended up in a dark, twisting tunnel, and finally found herself entering a green, hilly field. In the distance was a sultan’s white, gleaming home. Her journey was one of beauty, magic, and good things happening to her, along with some scary things.


  When the girl arrived at the sultan’s gleaming palace, she met the handsome sultan, who asked for her hand in marriage. If she hadn’t fallen into the well and taken the journey, she would never have known what lay beyond its dark water.


  As Tal observed this newly discovered side of Wyatt, she now likened him to the well, filled with deep, dark, unknown waters.


  And what about her? Tal was unsure where these waters would lead her; she knew only that now her heart was urging her to jump into Wyatt Lockwood’s well and find out where it would lead her. If only her fear would allow her to even start on such a journey. Wyatt called to her heart, her body, and, yes, her soul. That’s why she had run from him for so long. She was unsure. But maybe the years had quelled some of the initial panic and confusion he’d inspired in her. Tal didn’t fool herself. The man wanted her in bed, beside him, plain and simple. But now she was wondering just how good a lover he was compared to his words about how he treated the woman who had his interest. There was a long distance between words and action.


  


  
    CHAPTER 4
  


  TAL WOKE UP feeling different . . . maybe happier? The clock next to her bed read 0600. She was due to meet Wyatt at the helicopter terminal at 0730. She was wearing a pair of light pink cotton pajamas, her black hair falling across her shoulders. What had happened last night? Tal had gone to her B-hut room feeling so damn achy and needy that she was ready to scream. She always felt a strong need for sex five days before her period, if she had one at all. Often, because of the high altitude and the brutal physical demands of her work, she would go three to four months without one. Most of the other women in the black ops community had had the same experience.


  She pushed herself out of bed to head over to the women’s showers, just a short walk away in a single-story gray cinder block building. She pulled her dark blue chenille robe off a hook and shrugged it on, tying the sash. Her heart, however, was elsewhere, hovering squarely over Wyatt—and now she was even calling him by his first name!


  The man knew how to manipulate women, that was for sure. That little-boy Texas grin of his had grabbed her heart, and his low, sexy voice . . . well, his voice was something else. She could see why wild mustangs would listen to him. She had too, hadn’t she?


  Grimacing, Tal was glad Alexa hadn’t been around to observe their meeting last evening, because she’d have laughed herself silly watching her sister. Alexa was the exact opposite of Tal: she was warm and outgoing, making everyone feel special when she beamed her attention at them—especially men. Tal often wondered how many times Alexa could break up with a man and dive right back into the dating pool.


  Tal slipped into her flip-flops and walked out the back door of the B-hut toward the showers. The rising dawn looked like pink frosting slathered across the horizon. It would be hot on the valley floor today. At least up in the Hindu Kush mountains, which soared easily to twenty thousand feet, it would be cooler. She might have had Mediterranean blood from Turkey and Greece in her DNA, but Tal preferred four seasons and loved the cooler weather. She must have gotten that from her father, Robert.


  As she showered beneath the hot streams of water, Tal couldn’t get her conversation with Wyatt out of her mind. She’d even dreamed of his making love to her! She must be horny! She’d awakened throbbing and aching for release. Towel-drying her hair, she wondered if she was finally over her grief for Brian. Tal had learned that grief could linger for years after the death of a loved one. It was a process, and not one that could be hurried.


  Now she found herself hungry in a new way, wanting to know more about this Texan. For years, she’d classified him as a jerk and a stalker. Then, in one night, he’d surprised the hell out of her with his depth of feeling, knowledge, and vulnerability. She’d never seen a SEAL vulnerable before. Ever. And that intrigued Tal.


  As she dressed in her uniform, she focused on that last thought. The game face Wyatt had been wearing for the last three years had been gone last night, and he’d definitely been vulnerable with her. She’d never heard a man say the things he’d said, and with such candor and sincerity that her heart had actually opened up to him.


  Tal was pretty good at gauging when a person lied or was blowing hot air. She’d helped run a Marine company for a year and had learned a lot about people. This man, she suspected, was different from anyone she’d ever met.


  She smiled to herself as she heard her cell phone chime. Picking it up, she saw she had a text from Alexa, telling her that she was going to the chow hall and asking if they could meet there.


  Tal texted back. She loved her baby sister. Alexa lit up a room like pure sunshine. She and Matt shared that same charisma, which was sorely missing in Tal. Alexa had been right: Tal was the eldest, most mature, and most responsible of the three of them. But sometimes, Tal wished she could be more like them.


  In fact, sometimes she wished she were back in Kuşadası every summer with her family, like a wild mustang running free with no worries. She would just soak up the sunshine and the pure Aegean salt air, where endless blue skies met an endless blue ocean. Pushing the past away, Tal knew she had to brush her hair and teeth and then meet her sister at the chow hall.


  “Hey,” Alexa called, trotting up to Tal on the sidewalk. The chow hall was only a few feet away, and it was early, so just a few people were lined up for breakfast.


  Tal smiled over at Alexa. “You look well rested.”


  Wrinkling her nose, Alexa said, “Matt and I got together last night over pizza and beer. Uncle Ihsan sent us more of the building’s blueprints to look over so we can choose our office spaces.” She held up her iPad. “Want to do that now?”


  “After coffee,” Tal said, opening the door for her. Looking around for SEALs, she saw one or two sitting together off in a corner, their backs to the wall, but Wyatt was not among them. Tal felt a little disappointed. Her intense conversation with him had been so stimulating, she found herself looking forward to more of the same.


  Alexa sat in a corner, her back to the window. Tal sat opposite her so she could keep watch on what was going on outside.


  Alexa pushed the iPad toward Tal. “Dad, Uncle Pete, and Uncle John have also sent us a rough draft of the internal structure of Artemis. I’m sure you’ll want to look at it and make comments.”


  “Absolutely,” Tal said, drinking her first cup of coffee. She turned the iPad around, reading the email from her dad while finishing off the coffee. Alexa eagerly dug into a ham and cheese omelet, hash browns, and homemade biscuits.


  “I’m going to like being the director of the Safe House Foundation!” Alexa beamed, her eyes turning wistful with possibilities. She had a lot of good ideas for that section of the Delos charities.


  “Yes, and rightfully so. I’ll be CEO, which I wanted. Matt gets the KNR—kidnapping and ransom—division. Yes, these are just the right placements,” Tal said, digging into her steaming oatmeal.


  Alexa frowned. “Looks like Dad wants me to handle Safe House Foundation, which is no problem. But I worry about Matt having to take over all the other logistics, plus KNR duties. I think that’s a bit much for one person to handle, don’t you?”


  Tal studied the other email. “Yes. It’s way too much for one person.” She looked up at Alexa. “And the Safe House Foundation might be too much for you, too.”


  “Well, like Uncle Ihsan said, we can always hire good people to take over if we need them. I think at this stage Dad and our uncles want to identify what we’re comfortable handling and what we’re not willing to take on.”


  “It’s all part of the shakedown cruise,” Tal agreed. She bit into her buttered toast as she continued to read the long, detailed email.


  “They’ve identified several career slots: mission planning, finances, travel, human resources, and probably logistics. We’ll need black ops men and women for nearly all these departments.”


  “Yes, and a really good CPA for accounting, and a smart travel assistant to book the mission teams on commercial flights when needed, too,” Tal agreed. There was already a provision in Artemis that they would have their own private fleet of jets and transports. Sometimes, going in black ops meant not traveling commercially, and the Artemis fleet was going to be very necessary insofar as Tal was concerned. Delos had a fleet of aircraft, smaller jets as well as much larger transport planes. They carried the red and yellow rising sun logo on their tail. The Artemis fleet would be nondescript, carry no logo, and blend in so that possible enemies in a given foreign country could not identify the planes.


  Alexa’s eyes shone. “This is so exciting, isn’t it, putting this all together! Who knew that someday we’d have our own security firm, Tal?”


  “It wasn’t on my radar, either. I was planning on spending twenty in the Marine Corps and getting out with a pension,” confided Tal.


  “The attack on La Fortuna in Costa Rica has changed our whole family’s priorities. I’m just sick that two teachers from the Home School charity were murdered by that drug dealer Medina.”


  “The world has degraded into terrorism,” Tal said sadly. “And now it’s worldwide, and no one anywhere is safe or immune from it. Not even the Delos charities.”


  Shaking her head, Alexa muttered, “It infuriates me to see our teachers attacked and killed. I mean, five years ago, no one touched our charities! Everything was fine. No one was breaking in and stealing medicine or money from the office, or worse, stealing equipment to sell elsewhere.”


  Tal nodded. “It’s a whole new world, Alexa, and it hasn’t gotten better. That’s why getting a security company in place now is a very timely move.”


  Alexa said, “What I worry about is in what direction this terrorism is escalating. We have charities on every continent except Antarctica. We’ve already had one volunteer in Africa captured and held for ransom, which Delos paid. At another location of ours in Nicaragua, two of our local women volunteers were raped by local soldiers. Our people are innocent, and they know not to mix with local politics in any way. It really alarmed me when this started happening. Although we pay our volunteers, they’re performing a humanitarian service that should exclude them from being shot at, kidnapped, raped, or murdered.”


  Grimly, Tal looked over at Alexa. “Welcome to the twenty-first century. Life isn’t a bed of roses, Alexa. It’s more like a quilt of thorns.”


  “I know, I know,” her sister sighed. “It’s just that charities like the Red Cross used to be respected by everyone, even the bad guys. And now there are no limits.”


  “Not anymore.”


  “Sometimes your logic and reality are such downers, Tal,” Alexa said sadly.


  “I know. Sometimes I wish we were kids again on summer vacation in Kuşadası.”


  “Oh, yes,” Alexa sighed, closing her eyes and letting the memories come flooding back. “I loved our six weeks there with the Turkish side of our family! I loved the yachting, the horseback riding, going to see Ephesus and all the beautiful Roman ruins and temples. There was always something exciting to do.” She opened her eyes. “And since Uncle Ihsan and Aunt Nalan never had children, they sort of adopted the three of us. I just loved waiting to fly over there and stay at their villa with them. They always had the neatest things planned for us to do after we arrived. I remember when we went to that national park southeast of Kuşadası, and you saw that fabulous Anatolian leopard.”


  “Yes,” Tal said, remembering only too well. And last night she’d decided Wyatt Lockwood was a human version of that beautiful animal. She moved uncomfortably in her seat, still feeling affected by their very revealing conversation.


  It’s all his fault, she thought wryly. His words rang like a sensual promise, vibrating as if alive within her. Tal was frustrated with herself. Much to her chagrin, she was unable to control her body’s response when she was thinking about Wyatt.


  “Growing up is no fun,” Alexa grumped, giving Tal a wicked grin.


  “But, you know, you’ve still retained your ten-year-old idealism and never grew out of it,” Tal confided with a gentle smile. She envied Alexa’s ability to remain vulnerable and open in a world gone mad. “I’m actually looking forward to handing in my commission and taking over as CEO of Artemis. I’m tired of getting shot at, freezing my ass off, and worrying about meeting an IED.”


  “Yeah,” Alexa said between mouthfuls, “you ground-pounders have a whole different war to run than we do, that’s for sure.”


  Tal gave her sister a long look. “So, are you ready to hand in your commission so you can join us at Artemis?”


  “Yes,” Alexa said firmly. “Possibly March, maybe sooner or later, just depends on a lot of things that are in play right now with you and Matt. I love the idea of all of us working together. We’ve always gotten along so well, even as kids.”


  “That’s true,” Tal murmured. She finished off her toast and pushed the tray aside.


  Alexa lost her smile. “What’s bothering you, Tal? You seem preoccupied with something.”


  Tal smiled, caught once again by her highly intuitive sister. “Uh-oh. Have you got your radar up again?”


  “Blame it on my moon in Pisces. I know you don’t believe in astrology, but I do. Pisces people are very psychic. We’re fish in the ocean of life, symbolically speaking. Why wouldn’t we be tuned in to our environment more than others?”


  “Like me?” Tal said with a grimace.


  “You’re a Capricorn, sweetie. You’re the old, rugged sea goat hanging out on the side of a mountain cliff. Symbolically speaking, of course.”


  Well, that sounds right, Tal thought. Today, she felt pretty much as if she were hanging on to that cliff with one hand, thanks to a stubborn SEAL. No man had ever gotten past the emotional shield that protected her still-healing heart like Wyatt just had.


  “So?” Alexa prodded gently, picking up her coffee cup and warming her hands with it. “What’s going on? Sometimes I sense you’re uncomfortable. Other times, it feels like you’re almost giddy. You’re up and down, sis. Are you in hormone hell a week before your period?”


  “You’re really good, Alexa. I’ll give you that,” Tal admitted grudgingly.


  “Thank you,” Alexa replied brightly. “Come on, you’ve always been able to drop those walls and talk to me, Tal. You know I’ll always keep your secrets.”


  “Yes, that’s true. And you do know how to keep mum about things.” Letting out a ragged breath, Tal looked around. They were alone, although the chow hall was beginning to fill with the next batch of hungry soldiers.


  “It’s Wyatt Lockwood, isn’t it?” Alexa ventured.


  Tal stared in shock at Alexa. With her huge hazel eyes and her sweet, innocent look, Alexa seemed more like a college girl of eighteen than a twenty-seven-year-old combat pilot. “How did you guess?”


  Shrugging, she said, “Not a guess.” Her eyes crinkled. “And I’m not psychic, either. I saw how prickly, jumpy, hot, and bothered you got when Wyatt came over to see Matt the other morning at our table.” She laughed. “What does Mama say? ‘Honey, you’re like a cat on a hot tin roof!’”


  “Oh, please . . .”


  “If Matt is right, you haven’t had sex in years. I personally would be dying or dead by now if it was me.”


  Scowling, Tal groaned. “What did Matt say to you?”


  “Now, now, Tal. You know we’re fraternal twins, so of course we have a psychic link. He saw what I saw yesterday morning when Wyatt ambled over to say hello. You were blushing and fidgeting like someone about to be sentenced to a blind date. I could see you didn’t want to be there, but there was no way you could escape. Later, I asked Matt if you had a boyfriend and he said, ‘No, and that’s part of Tal’s problem.’”


  “Damn,” Tal growled darkly, giving her sister a hard look. “Is nothing in my life off-limits for family gossip or sacred?”


  Chortling, Alexa said, “Not between brothers and sisters, sweetie. But it’s obvious that Wyatt turns you on. We both saw it.” Alexa gave her a sympathetic look. “Honestly, I felt sorry for both of you. It was clear to Matt and me that Wyatt has a serious thing for you, whether he knows it yet or not. I sense he’s been waiting to make a breakthrough with you for years. And to be that determined—I figure him for a Taurus! An earth sign, very passionate and even sizzling in some cases. Their ruling sign is Venus, and they are all about smell, texture, taste—”


  “Stop,” Tal begged, gritting her teeth.


  “Oops! Did I hit a sore spot, Tal? Why don’t you just go to bed with the guy and get it over with? How can it hurt?”


  Tal stared at the empty mug and grabbed the coffee container, pouring more into it. “I’ve been seesawing back and forth on that very point,” Tal admitted.


  “You like him?”


  “Things changed suddenly last night.”


  Alexa perked up and leaned forward, her eyes widening. “Oh? Tell me!”


  Tal gave her a flat stare. “Not on your life. Now that I know you and Matt are talking behind my back, I’m saying nothing.”


  “Ohhhh, come on! We love you, Tal! Matt’s worried about you, too, and he and Wyatt are good buds. They’ve coordinated a lot of missions together. Matt said that Wyatt is one of the most trusted operators out here. He’s not a liar, and if he’s up front about wanting sex, so what? Did he ask you last night?”


  “Not exactly . . . but it’s there if I want it.”


  Sighing dramatically, Alexa said, “You know what? I never met Wyatt until yesterday, and if he wasn’t interested in you, I’d sure be interested in him. I’ll bet he is a Taurus. They’re known for a smoldering sexuality that burns just beneath the surface . . .”


  Groaning, Tal took a sip of the coffee, burning her tongue. “Stop!”


  Alexa reached over to pat Tal’s hand, which was gripping the mug. “You poor dear.” She dug into Tal’s eyes. “What’s stopping you? It can’t be Brian. He died four years ago.”


  Tal felt a bit annoyed by Alexa’s last remark. “Are you one of those people who believes grieving lasts only a year?”


  Alexa’s red brows knitted. “Of course not! But are you sitting there telling me you’ve been grieving for four long years, Tal?”


  “No. It’s just that I won’t open up my heart like that again. I can’t stand the pain, Alexa. It hurts too damn much.” She saw her sister’s face scrunch up. When Alexa was really emotionally moved, which was often, you could see it all over her. Alexa was truly an open book.


  “I mean,” Tal grumbled, “I look at you. You’re always in a relationship of some sort, Alexa. If I tried that, I’d die of a heart attack. I just don’t have that kind of emotional strength. I admire the fact that you keep trying. It’s the concern about separation or the guy dying that stops me . . .”


  Alexa looked thoughtful. “Of course it hurts to fall in love and then realize it’s over, whether it’s you or the guy who calls it quits. I hurt when I break up with a guy just like you do. I suffer, believe me.” And then she rolled her eyes. “I think you remember Chad Davis, that Marine sniper I met here at Bagram about a year ago? Remember how damned hard I fell for that guy? I felt sucked into him like I’ve never been drawn to another man.”


  “Yes, I recall,” Tal said, feeling sad for Alexa and glimpsing the pain in her sister’s eyes. “I’d never seen you fall so hard for a dude. What you had was really special.”


  Groaning, Alexa said, “Don’t I know it. And to tell you the truth, when we broke up and it was a godawful hot mess.”


  “Well, you two did fight like dogs and cats.”


  “I know, and we both had too much pride to back down . . .”


  “I don’t know how you survived it,” Tal admitted, shaking her head. “I really don’t. Because I’m not built like that. I didn’t have that many relationships at the Naval Academy because there was too much work, too much studying to do. Then I met Brian here at Bagram, and everything changed in an instant.”


  “I know when you were with Brian, you had never been happier,” Alexa said softly, giving her a sad look. “And to have it all torn away from you nine months later . . . that was awful. I felt so bad for you, Tal. I wished I could have done more for you.”


  “You tried, but you were busy bombing the hell out of the Taliban. Matt was always out on black ops missions. I know you both cared, but something like this? I had to go through it alone, Alexa. Just like you did with Chad Davis.”


  “At least the guy I fell for the hardest wasn’t killed, thank God.” She tilted her head. “So, let’s talk about Wyatt. Is the real reason you’re hesitating that you really feel something special for this guy? More than just sex?”


  Tal exhaled sharply. “That pretty much sums it up. I’m afraid of him, Alexa. I barely survived Brian dying. I’m afraid if I give in to Wyatt, there’s no turning back. And that scares the living hell out of me, Alexa. Wyatt’s in a dangerous occupation, just like Brian was.”


  “You’re in a dangerous occupation yourself,” Alexa pointed out. “Wyatt doesn’t seem worried about it, though.”


  “He probably hasn’t lost someone he loved in combat, which might be why.”


  “Have you talked to him about all of this?”


  “Hell, no! We just shared our first civil words with each other last evening. We just talked, Alexa. That’s all.”


  “Sure, sure. Well, something seems to have scrambled you, Tal.”


  “That’s a good way of describing it.” Tal groaned. “I woke up this morning feeling like I’d lost my center. Normally, I have a good grip on my emotions. I put them away and they stay there. That way, I’m not distracted, and I can do my job.”


  “But Wyatt’s a sudden, huge distraction for you because you can’t put your feelings in a box like you normally do. Or maybe your heart is ready to open up? And even though you’re scared as hell, you still want to try for a relationship with the right guy again? Right?”


  “Yes,” Tal admitted after a moment.


  “Were you able to put your emotions in a box with Brian?”


  “Yes, no problem.”


  Alexa tapped her chin, looking up at the ceiling in thought. “This is bad, Tal.”


  Tal gave her an exasperated look. “You’re telling me! Do you think I’m happy about it? Do you see me dancing for joy?”


  “Capricorns are known for their cutting wit, by the way . . .”


  “Oh, stop!”


  Alexa laughed gently and reached out for Tal’s hand again. She was a toucher by nature and realized that contact was always soothing to someone who was upset. “Are you asking me what I’d do?”


  “Maybe. I know you’re full speed ahead with any relationship. Nothing scares you off, Alexa. But this sure scares the hell out of me.”


  “You’re afraid you’ll fall in love with Wyatt.”


  There it was. Tal closed her eyes for a moment, feeling those wild emotions flying around inside her chest and lower body. “He’s an onion.”


  “Oh dear . . . like Brian. And you. Mom always said you were an onion.”


  “Yes. Lots of depth, layers. He’s interesting . . . fascinating, really . . .”


  “You love onion people.”


  “They never bore me.”


  “Spoken like a true Capricorn. You know, people of that zodiac sign make the best therapists. They’re analytical, they don’t jump to conclusions, and they have such wonderful hearts.”


  “Well, what I’d like to do is jump into bed with him,” Tal, surprised, heard herself admitting.


  “That’s your risk-taking Sagittarius moon speaking, Tal. Jump first, ask questions later.”


  Tal hitched one shoulder. “I find myself wishing I was that free, wild little girl growing up during our summers in Kuşadası. I loved the wildness in my heart . . . in my soul.”


  “And as you grew up, Capricorn that you are, you took on the responsibility you were asked to carry. And somewhere along the line, that little wild child with a Sagittarius moon got tucked away.” Alexa pursed her full lips, thinking. Her eyes sparkled. “Tell me something. Does Wyatt trigger that wild, natural little girl in you again? Do you want to be spontaneous? Throw caution to the wind?”


  “Yes, he does. I found myself just wanting to throw away my officer’s status, chuck my duties, and live in the moment like he always seems to do.”


  “And so you’re in a massive emotional tug-of-war between your logic, your responsible self, and that little wild young woman within you who wants to jump into his arms.”


  “You’ve got that right.”


  Alexa nodded and smiled. “As a moon in Pisces, I’m the idealist, the romantic, and the dreamer. My sun is in Scorpio, so I need a partner, Tal. I’m so emotional and I have so many feelings bubbling up within me that I have to talk it out, show it, or I feel like I’ll explode. But listen, this isn’t about me. We need to focus on you.”


  “I don’t know what to do. I feel so torn up. Scared. Giddy, like you said. Up. Down. It’s awful.”


  “But Wyatt really likes you, Tal. I know you think all he’s after is sex and a romp in bed, but I really felt such caring coming from him toward you. That doesn’t happen when a dude just wants sex, believe me. When you started choking yesterday, he was genuinely concerned. You didn’t see the look in his eyes, the fear in them. But I did. He was right there with you, all the way. That isn’t a guy who wants a woman just for sex. I see a lot more there, and I think you ought to give him a chance.”


  “In or out of bed?”


  Alexa grinned. “Is that a serious question? How long has it been for you?”


  Groaning, Tal held up her hands. “I’m embarrassed to say. Far too long. Let’s leave it at that, okay?”


  “Then make love, enjoy it, enjoy Wyatt, and talk afterward.” Her gold-and-green eyes gleamed as she smiled. “Or talk between love sessions. I’m sure you’ll have more than a few orgasms, if it’s been that long.”


  “I can always rely on you for pep talks. You missed your calling, sis. You should have a ‘Dear Alexa’ blog where you counsel the lost, the hurt, and the falling in love.”


  Alexa rubbed her hands together. “Hah! Well, given my wealth of experience, I’d be good at it. Maybe I should look into writing a blog for the lovelorn . . .”


  “Alexa, right now we have more serious fish to fry, like getting ready to work for Artemis.”


  “I know, I was just teasing,” Alexa said, standing up and reaching for her tray. “So? Are you seeing Wyatt today?”


  Tal replied, “Yes, actually,” and told her about the medical flight to the Afghan village for the day.


  “Be sure, when you get back here, to go out for dinner with him. Order pizza and beer, and get him to talk.” Alexa waved her finger in Tal’s face. “And you talk too, Tal. I know how you can clam up and say nothing. But this is one guy you have to open up to by letting your lively, imaginative Sagittarian moon out to play. I have a feeling if you talk to Wyatt freely, you’ll find even more common ground. Who knows, you might even surprise yourself and end up in bed with him!”


  


  
    CHAPTER 5
  


  WYATT WAS OUT on the tarmac watching a pallet being placed in the CH-47. Looking up, he saw Tal Culver arrive. At 0700, the air was cool, but it was going to heat up as the sun rose higher over the Afghan desert sky. He wanted to stop and gaze at her tall, lithe body, but he was too busy. The sergeant responsible for loading the pallet had a record of contents, and it had to match what was on Wyatt’s list once the pallet was in place on the craft.


  The whine of jet engines starting up joined the thumping of blades as two Apaches prepared for takeoff. Wyatt glanced toward Tal, wondering how last night’s conversation was affecting her—if at all. Part of him hadn’t expected her to show up this morning. He thought he might have scared her off again by revealing so much of himself. He recognized that this woman was wary, emotionally speaking, and this revelation had confused and entangled him. She was certainly like no other woman he’d met who had challenged him. What was she running from?


  Wyatt knew she had issues about relationships, but what were they, and how would they affect him? Sure, there was also the “great divide” between enlisted and officers, but others had gotten past that barrier.


  Anyway, now wasn’t the time to speculate on his romantic future. He had a job to do. Wyatt walked up the corrugated aluminum ramp into the hollow, tubelike fuselage of the long transport and watched as the crew threw a heavy net over the pallet to keep all the items in place once they’d been accounted for. There were boxes of children’s shoes, baby clothes, and clothes for older children. Wyatt knew just how destitute these Afghan villagers were; they were barely able to produce enough food for themselves, much less their neighbors.


  One loadmaster sergeant finished pulling the nylon netting into place over the cargo while another strapped the load down to the deck with thick, wide nylon straps, hooking them into the deck to ensure the pallet would stay put during the coming flight. Rubbing his hands down the sides of his cammies, Wyatt noticed Tal standing at the bottom of the ramp, looking up expectantly at him. Just seeing her there made his heart skip a beat. He suddenly had a vision of her standing, waiting for him, in many future scenarios. Sometimes he could tune into his destiny, and this seemed like one of those times.


  Tal looked tired to him this morning, with dark shadows beneath her deep green eyes. She resembled an exotic reincarnation of Artemis, the goddess of the hunt and of children. Her shiny black hair was caught up in a ponytail, and she was wearing her usual Marine uniform, a .45 strapped to her right thigh, an M4 in a chest harness across her Kevlar vest. She was prepared for combat, a wise decision, since they could be attacked by Taliban en route to or during their visit to the Shinwari village.


  Wyatt gave her a welcoming warm smile as he made his way down the ramp, his boots thumping against the corrugated metal skin. Tal gave him a slight, hesitant smile in return. She was carrying a huge medical rucksack over her right shoulder that weighed a good seventy pounds. He took it gently from her and walked it into the helo, setting it on one of the nylon seats. Tal gave him a look of silent thanks, and it made him feel damn good. At least she wasn’t putting a wall up with him. Not yet.


  “Hey,” he called as he ambled down the ramp to where she stood, raising his voice, gesturing toward Ops, “let’s go get a cup of coffee in there while these guys secure this pallet.” He looked at his wristwatch. “We’re not taking off until 0800.”


  Nodding, Tal fell in step with him.


  Once inside Operations, Wyatt took her to one of the pilot briefing and reporting rooms. He retrieved two cups of coffee and brought them into the small room with its single table and four metal chairs. Closing the door with the heel of his boot, he walked over to the table.


  “Had any chow yet?” he asked, handing her the cup.


  “Yes. You?” Tal took the white ceramic mug, noticing how their fingertips brushed in the exchange. She wanted to ignore the tingle it caused, but couldn’t. The man had such an enormous impact on her.


  He sat down and stuck his long legs out in front of him. “I was over there at 0500.”


  Tal sat down opposite him, sipping the coffee. “Sounds like you were up early.”


  “I had a lot to do.” He gestured toward the door. “Cindy called me. She can’t make it—got the flu—so I went over to her B-hut and retrieved the prosthesis she had for that little girl, Rahela.”


  He saw Tal’s brows move down a little. Was she rethinking going out with him this morning because Cindy wasn’t going to be there as chaperone? After all, there was safety in numbers, and he knew Tal wasn’t exactly comfortable around him. At least, not yet.


  “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  “Does this change anything?” Wyatt held his breath; he’d never wanted anything more than he wanted this day with Tal to work out as he’d hoped. He was sorry Cindy had gotten sick, but he needed this time with Tal. His gut told him if he could just get her to see him in different situations, she might forget her original assessment of him—that all he did was chase women to get them into bed. Base gossip was a killer, and Wyatt knew all about his reputation as a skirt-chaser.


  “Of course not. I can probably help that little girl with her new leg,” she said, flashing him a look of surprise.


  Relief soared through Wyatt. “Have you had much training for it?”


  “Enough. I can certainly get it on her and see if it fits correctly and if she can walk with it.”


  Wyatt nodded. He’d been looking forward to not wearing his game face with Tal. He understood that she’d responded to him last night precisely because he’d been vulnerable with her. So he intended to continue being genuine whenever he was with her. Tal hid herself well, and Wyatt wanted to change his demeanor with her because he cared for her. This wasn’t a manipulation on his part. He’d been casting around for a lot of years trying to find the key that would open Tal up to him. Last night, he’d tripped over it by accident, and he sure as hell was going to continue this course of action with her. Last night, he’d had a deep awareness about himself as well as her. It had opened up naturally within him, and he began to see more of those subtle layers of Tal that she hid so well from the world around her. Wyatt didn’t think she was hiding them on purpose, however. He’d discovered over the course of his life that some people were just naturally layered and complex. The only way he’d gotten to know them in the past was with patience, time, being around them, and being vulnerable toward them. Tal was one of those people, he’d discovered last night. It was an epiphany that had rocked his world and shown him a healthy strategy that could work, he hoped, for both of them.


  Here in this room, where it was relatively quiet and there were no distractions, Wyatt could reach out to her and hope she wouldn’t close up again. “You look a little tired,” he observed.


  She looked away briefly, then turned to him. “Some nights I don’t sleep well.”


  Nodding, he drank some coffee. He still saw wariness in her penetrating, forest-green eyes, but there was a lot less than yesterday. “I have another story to tell you,” he said suddenly, with the flash of a grin. Instantly, Tal responded, looking up at him with interest.


  “Actually, it’s about where we’re going,” Wyatt added. “It’s a Shinwari tribe village. The Taliban have been trying to put new ratlines, new paths they’ve created, in the area above the walled village, in order to bring fertilizer or weapons into the country. The chief of the village doesn’t want the ratlines anywhere near them, of course. Most of the Taliban are coming from the Hill tribe, which has been the ongoing enemy of the Shinwari tribe for over a thousand years.”


  “The Hill tribe has definitely thrown in their lot with the Taliban and al-Qaeda,” Tal agreed grimly.


  “Yeah, our favorite HVTs, come out of that tribe,” Wyatt said. “Anyway, this Shinwari village has really benefited from U.S. help. We’ve been able to replace a herd of cows and a bull that was shot and killed by the Taliban last year. The people there will probably surround you, hug you, and do anything they can to make you feel welcome. They don’t have much, but what they have, they’ll share with us.”


  “I’ve found that to be true of all Shinwari-tribe villages,” Tal agreed.


  “The village has several young babies and two pregnant mothers who will need to be checked. Cindy usually does that, like giving the two moms pregnancy meds and vitamins. I’ve got some more in my pack to give them,” Wyatt went on.


  “How far along are the women?”


  Wyatt grinned. “One gal is thirty-two weeks along, and the second is twenty-five weeks.”


  “In that case, I’m glad I put my obstetric pack in that ruck,” Tal said.


  “Good to know. You might use it today,” said Wyatt. “You never know.” He saw softness enter Tal’s eyes. “Are you a sucker for babies too?”


  “Very much so. I love participating in births. Have you delivered any babies here?” She remembered as if it were yesterday, how warm and caring Wyatt was with those little Afghan boys when he taught them how to swim at the Rec Hall. In her opinion, he was a natural father type.


  “Well, not directly,” Wyatt said. “There are midwives in every village who know more about birthing than I ever will. But I can slip the chief items via his wife to those midwives who will need them when the moms go into labor. You know I can’t do it directly, since in their tradition, men don’t get involved in birthing. That’s women’s work.”


  Tal shook her head sadly. “Their customs really work against them sometimes, don’t they? And I guess you’re trying to indicate, very subtly, that there might be a mother in labor today. Am I right?”


  “Yes.”


  “I can handle that, no problem. It would actually be a nice change of pace for me.”


  “When are you going back out into the Hindu Kush for more missions?”


  “I’m working with my recon team tomorrow at our office,” Tal told him. “As their CO, it’s my job to set up missions and get them under way. I’ll only be here for about three days at most, and then I’m going back out into the mountains again.”


  “Doesn’t your boss ever raise hell that, as a captain, you’re not staying behind your desk doing the paperwork and coordinating like you’re supposed to, instead of going out with your team?”


  Tal grinned. “I hate desk jobs, Wyatt. I need a lot of fresh air, nature, and sunshine. I’ve proven to Major Dickenson, who is heading up both sniper units here at Bagram, that I can be a reliable CO to my recon unit and still go out and hunt HVTs.” Her voice grew harder. “Taking down one HVT means stopping one more sick bastard from coming into Afghanistan and making these villagers’ lives miserable.”


  “You’re preaching to the choir,” Wyatt said quietly, seeing the fierceness come into her eyes. “Matt once told me that you three are fifty percent American, forty percent Turkish, and the last bit in your family is Greek. I was wondering which gene pool runs you.”


  He saw the warrior in her recede a bit.


  “Matt’s the one who’s into our family tree, not me. He loves genealogy, and our uncle Ihsan is the expert on the Turkish side of our family tree. Our cousin Angelo is keen on it too, so he takes care of the Greek side of it.”


  “But who are you more like?” he asked. Wyatt could look at her slightly tilted green eyes and the shape of her face and feel she was working off her Turkish blood. He could have been wrong, but he didn’t think so. “Or,” he teased lightly, “maybe I should ask who you take after: your father or your mother?”


  “My father, most definitely. Matt and Alexa take after our mom.”


  “Your mom is a mix of Turkish and Greek blood?”


  “Yes, she is. I think Matt leans strongly toward the Turkish DNA. He gets those beautiful gold-brown eyes from the Kemel family. Alexa absolutely takes after the Greek. She’s so much like Cousin Angelo she could be his daughter.” Tal gave him a wistful smile. “I look like my father with my black hair, but I have green eyes from my Mom’s Turkish side.”


  “You see yourself as your father’s daughter?”


  He saw Tal hesitate and then shrug. “Yes, I take after him in many ways. I guess I favor the Texas-American side of our mixed-genes family. I love the outdoors and nature, and I need that fresh air just like Dad. Like me, he’s not happy in an office. Unfortunately, my dad is stuck in the Pentagon, which he hates, so he spends time outdoors whenever he can escape.”


  Wyatt’s brows rose with surprise. “Your dad is a Texan?”


  Giving him a sour look, she said warily, “Yes, he is. Born in Houston, Texas.”


  “He’s kin, then,” Wyatt crowed with a wide grin. “I didn’t know that! Well, hey, you and I are kindred spirits then, Tal. Fifty percent of the blood runnin’ through your veins is Texan. How about that?”


  She saw the glee and teasing in his voice and eyes. Wyatt actually looked surprised and very pleased with that tidbit of family information. “That doesn’t get you anywhere with me, Lockwood, so just don’t go there. Okay?” She’d said it lightly, partly in jest, because he appeared absolutely delighted that she had Texas blood in her.


  “No, ma’am, I wouldn’t dream of it,” he chuckled, giving her a warm look. “But I’m sure not gonna treat you like my kid sister, either, so you need to know that, too.”


  Giving him a deadpan look, Tal said, “You’ve never treated me like your sister.”


  “Good thing,” Wyatt said, watching her smile a little. He was seeing her wariness toward him melt a little more. “But Texans do have this connection with one another, no matter where they live in the world. Not everyone can be one, you know?”


  She rolled her eyes. “My dad says the same thing. He’s very proud he was born in that state.”


  “Were you born in Texas too?”


  “No, all three of us kids were born in Kuşadası, Turkey. My mom insisted on it. She wanted us to be born on the same soil she was born on.”


  Nodding thoughtfully, Wyatt said, “Even though you say you take after your father, and I’ve never met your mother, I’d lay any kind of a bet you got your exotic looks from her.”


  Tal tried to ignore his rasping comment, which felt like an invisible caress. His charisma was affecting her far more than she wanted it to. Uncomfortable, she said, “I’m surprised Matt hasn’t shown you photos of the whole family. He keeps them in his weapons locker.”


  “Well, we’re usually out gunnin’ and runnin’ on ops together. We get very little downtime here at Bagram to chat about our family tree and such. But I’ll sure make a point of it next time I see him. We need to celebrate our Texas blood.”


  “You two, Matt says, are thicker than thieves.” She managed a half smile. Wyatt perked up and preened. On another man, it might have looked arrogant, but his good-ol’-boy attitude made Tal’s heart open up to him. She’d never seen another man ever be as vulnerable and open as Wyatt suddenly was with her. Tal wondered what would have happened if Wyatt had shown this side of himself to her a long time ago. She had a gut feeling that she wouldn’t have been running away from him as she had. Rather, she would have run toward him. The warmth and genuine sincerity banked in his gray eyes and expression threw her big-time. She was used to dealing with game-faced operators, not someone who wore his emotions and heart on his sleeve for her to see.


  “Matt and I are close,” Wyatt agreed with a half smile. “But now that I know your dad is a Texan, he really is kin.”


  Chuckling a little, Tal murmured, “You and Matt are very similar in personality—laid-back, easygoing, with a good sense of humor.”


  Cocking his head, he said, “So? Is that a good thing or a bad thing in your book?”


  Tal felt him feeling her out, trying to go deeper into who she was. His sincerity caught her off guard. She could feel that solidness and groundedness that was always a part of Wyatt. “It’s a good thing in my book,” she said. She saw Wyatt nod, a pleased gleam in his eyes, as he studied her.


  “How are you going to handle being CEO of Artemis Security? Matt’s been telling me about it,” Wyatt said, finishing off his coffee. “Won’t you be pretty much deskbound?”


  She sighed. “I know. It’s the only part of it I don’t like, but Dad’s building it inside an 1850s farmhouse, about twenty miles outside Alexandria, Virginia. There are plenty of back roads I can jog on to be in nature. Plus, he’s putting in a fully equipped gym on the first floor for all the employees, and I’m sure I’ll be down there working out.”


  “It sounds like a state-of-the-art building with all the latest bells and whistles money can buy. Plus, it’s no small thing that your dad and his brothers are all in the military. You can potentially get intel through their networking and resources, if needed. Right?”


  “Yes, Dad is actively working within the Pentagon network, and he’s making more connections through all the military branches, letting them know we’re going online within a year.”


  “Sounds like an idea whose time has come,” Wyatt said. “Matt was saying that pretty soon, when you’ve handed over your commission and you’re at Artemis, you’ll be a key player as the CEO. You’re the right person for that, Tal. You’ve got a lot of experience as an officer here, and managing people is second nature for you. Sounds like the right place, right time.”


  He saw her grow quiet, staring down at the cup in her hands. He liked that she didn’t answer right away, instead thinking through things carefully. Then again, she was a sniper with a sniper’s mind, used to sorting out all the details before making any movement or decision. He enjoyed watching her, feeling her mull over his question and give it serious thought. It was just one more facet of her personality that he appreciated.


  Tal placed her mug on the table and looked over at Wyatt. “I think being a CEO runs in my whole family’s DNA. My entire family, because of its financial resources, has always been aware of the needs of those who have less. My cousin Angelo, on my Greek side, was telling me about how, in the twelfth century, his family began his shipping business. It was backbreaking work and involved a lot of sacrifice, plowing money back into the business to build more ships for their growing fleet. I think they’d be stunned to see it today; it’s the second-largest shipping fleet in the world.”


  “You know, Matt once told me that in the twelfth century, the Kemel family pretty much started out the same way. They were just poor Turkish sailors who decided to band together to own their own ship. Was that a coincidence?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe some kind of cosmic synchronicity at work. I find it fascinating that in the twentieth century, the Kemel family’s shipping company, Artemis, ended up with Delos and our Greek family through marriage. At the trunk of our Turkish family tree were poor sailors who worked hard to support their families, keeping them from starving to death and dreaming of a day when their children might have more security than they did. My family has been bred from hard work. The money you see today is a result of their remembering their poor roots. And the members of my family who work at the shipping company are perfectly aware that it could all go away if one generation of the family lacked that inborn philosophy.”


  “I think those two bloodlines definitely tie into you being the CEO of Artemis Security. Don’t you?”


  “Well,” she admitted, “I do feel the responsibility of it all. All three of us kids were taught by our parents, uncles, aunts, and grandparents how to hold ourselves accountable.” She smiled a little. “In a sense, Artemis had to be created, because the world has gone on a global terrorism footing. I love the idea of working covertly to help our many charities, as well as putting security on board all our ships. And honestly? I’m so glad Matt and Alexa are going to be there with me. We all get along well, we respect one another, and we bring different tools and experiences to Artemis. I feel these will make the company even stronger in the long run. In a way, they’re all CEOs in their own right, too. We work well together.”


  “So you’re saying responsibility has never scared you,” Wyatt offered, and watched her eyes flare with amusement.


  “No, I’m used to the horse’s harness,” Tal admitted dryly. “Funny, Alexa and I were just discussing the same theme this morning over at the chow hall.”


  “You seem very serious about it. Why?” Wyatt saw her fidget a bit, a sign she was uncomfortable. He also noticed a slight pursing of her ripe, full mouth, one he was eager to taste sooner, he hoped, than later.


  “Do you always ask all the right questions?” Tal said, studying him intently.


  “I don’t know. Do I?” Wyatt teased. Tal wasn’t going to answer his question, and he realized he’d hit a tender spot. Wyatt didn’t think she realized how much she gave away to him. He wasn’t about to tell her, either. He needed every advantage so he could understand her better and keep that door propped open between them.


  “That’s the onion in you,” Tal said, a faint smile ghosting her lips. “You have so many layers, so much depth, and I realize now you were hiding a lot from me. You’re like a psychiatrist. You know people and their modus operandi far better than they will ever realize.”


  “Don’t you think good managers always have that skill set?” Wyatt asked. “I know you do. And as chief of a SEAL platoon, it’s absolutely essential for me to have those tools in place.”


  “I suppose you’re right, Wyatt. It’s just that your legend here at Bagram was less . . . flattering . . . and I was working from what I heard about you.”


  He grunted. “Yeah, well, base gossip is a bitch. I hope you’re looking at me differently now.”


  “I’m starting to. Let’s just leave it at that, okay?”


  He looked at his watch and stood up. “Well, I have nowhere to go but up, then, right? Hey, speaking of going up, are you ready to fly?” He held his hand out toward her. Wyatt saw her stare at it, then decide to ignore it. He allowed his hand to drop to his side and walked to the door, opening it. Wanting to laugh, but wisely not doing so, he stepped aside as Tal walked through the entrance of the briefing room and out into Ops, toward the doors leading to the helicopter outside of it.


  She was conservative by nature, careful, studious, and missed no details. The good news was that Tal remained open to him, as curious about who he really was as he was about her. They’d just had a very good chat, and Wyatt barely felt his boots touching the highly polished white-and-green tiled surface as they wove their way through Ops to those exit doors.


  His focus shifted forward to that Shinwari village they’d be flying into. Wyatt was looking forward to seeing how Tal interacted with little Rahela, the child whose prosthesis they were bringing along this morning. He was betting that a whole new onion layer of Tal Culver’s would be revealed, and he, for one, could hardly wait to see it happen.


  TAL FELT HER heart burst open with so much joy as she watched Rahela take her first tentative steps with her new prosthesis in place. They had arrived near 0900, the morning coolish, the sky cloudless. The black-haired girl with sparkling brown eyes and a heartbreaker smile made Tal grin. Her mother was shadowing her, hands near her daughter’s small shoulders, but allowing her to walk proudly on her new leg.


  Across the table from her, Wyatt was dealing with a crying two-year-old boy, his anxious father hovering nearby as Wyatt carefully examined the thin tyke between his latex-gloved hands.


  Rahela’s laughter made Tal feel giddy, and she had to laugh too, from the pure joy of having helped make this child happy. The girl confidently walked around, delight written cross her small features. Tal caught her mother’s gaze for a moment and saw tears in the woman’s eyes.


  Tal rearranged the green scarf she wore over her head, smiling along with Rahela’s mother as the girl broke into an awkward trot with her new leg. The village had about a hundred and fifty people living within the five-foot mud and rock walls built around it. There were two entrance/exit gates that were opened at sunrise and closed and locked at sundown. The men of the village, except those with sick male children, were out in the fields that surrounded the village on three sides. It sat near a river, the water siphoned off into hand-dug ditches to irrigate the corn, the wheat, and the newest crop, soybeans, brought in by U.S. forces.


  The mothers of daughters stood patiently in line, waiting for Tal to help their children. Tal had laid out her rucksack on the large wooden table next to Wyatt’s, and they had been working nonstop since their arrival.


  Rahela’s high voice filled with laughter, her arms waving as she balanced herself at an awkward trot. Several other little girls raced around her, celebrating her liberation from crutches. Rahela’s mother placed her hands on her cheeks in sheer awe and gratitude. Tal told the mother that Rahela was doing well and to let her daughter go play. The prosthesis fit her perfectly, and the child was already galloping off with her friends to the other side of the village.


  Tal turned and walked toward where they’d set up the medical table. The sun felt warm on her, and she was glad that the chief of the village had supplied two canvases tied to trees that hung over the tables to provide shade. Wyatt had warned her that by noon, it was going to get hot. There was a long line of women holding their babies, or with shy daughters clinging to their skirts at their sides, as Tal walked up to her medical station. She was glad she knew Pashto, so she could speak in these people’s native language.


  Tal felt wonderful, and her warmth toward Wyatt was growing hourly. It wasn’t anything he said; it was what he was doing. This man had a huge heart, she was beginning to realize. Maybe it had to do with his large-scale Texas roots, which magnified everything about him. Because of her father, she already knew about larger-than-life men from that cowboy state.


  Sometimes, with her back turned to Wyatt, she’d hear him speak in Pashto to a frightened child. She’d lift her head, turn, and look across the table to see the boy suddenly relax within Wyatt’s gentle hands as he checked the child from head to toe.


  It was that crooning voice of Wyatt’s, the same one he’d used on the frightened mustangs. And on her, last night. There wasn’t a time when Tal didn’t see him smiling. Both of them knew full well that a warm smile could place a troubled child at ease.


  More than anything, Tal liked his low, husky laughter, in which he was often joined by a relieved father or child. This was a happy village, she decided. The people had water to grow their food, while other villages were not always that lucky. She stood up when a twelve-year-old girl walked haltingly toward her. Tal urged her in Pashto to sit down. Kneeling down in front of the girl, who shyly looked away, Tal softly asked her why she was here. It turned out that she had an ear infection that could easily be taken care of.


  Tal happened to glance up and saw a father place his infant son into Wyatt’s large, outstretched hands. Just the way Wyatt held that baby, bringing him to his chest, cradling him, and softly touching his soft, black hair, made her heart swell with affection. Would Wyatt touch her with such reverence? Not every man knew how to nurture or love a baby, but Wyatt did. She loved his smile and the glint of warmth in his eyes as he carefully examined the baby lying in his arms. The infant gazed up at him with wide, curious eyes.


  Giving herself an internal shake, Tal realized the nasty base gossip about Wyatt was all wrong. She didn’t know why he was gossiped about, except he did have sensual charisma to burn, he was a Texan, and he honestly did seem larger than life compared to other men she’d met. Only her father, Robert Culver, could match Wyatt’s Texas-size personality. She was sure her dad and Wyatt would get along like two long-lost cousins, and it made her smile in secret.


  TAL FELT EVEN more in a quandary by the end of the day than she had before they’d arrived. The chief of the village had gifted both of them with blue lapis lazuli gemstones, which he’d dug out of a mine in the Hindu Kush. Lapis was found in Afghanistan, the color a deep midnight blue with gold pyrite flecks within it. Tal had thanked him in Pashto, deeply touched by the chief’s generosity.


  On the flight back to Bagram, she sat a couple of seats away from Wyatt. Being that close to him made her feel vulnerable, and she was having a hard time keeping a lid on her imagination.


  And where would that kiss lead, if anywhere? What would that kiss mean to him? To her? Was it a commitment? A green light to go ahead with a relationship? She wanted to get inside Wyatt’s head and find out first, before anything happened between them. The shields she’d erected to protect herself from him were rapidly dissolving, much to her chagrin. It was a helluva note to realize she had no defense against Wyatt. And it was a good thing he didn’t know that, because she was worried he’d press the advantage and make a move on her. And she wasn’t at all convinced that she wanted his continued amorous attention. Wyatt had never disguised the fact that he was interested in her. That was on the table, for sure. But what did she want?


  Back at Ops, after Wyatt had filled out his report and handed it to an Air Force sergeant, he escorted Tal out into the dusky evening.


  “Want that pizza and beer I promised you?” he asked, standing close and watching her intently. Tal looked tired but relaxed, and he saw the joy banked in her eyes from the day’s events. Babies and children lifted her spirits, just as they lifted his. He badly wanted her to say yes but wasn’t sure she’d agree to dine with him.


  “I’m so thirsty, I can already taste the beer,” she admitted. “Sure, let’s get that pizza. I’m starving.”


  Grinning, Wyatt nodded and walked over to Burt, a friend of his whose job was to drive people around the huge base. Climbing into the white Toyota Hilux pickup, he asked Burt to take them over to the pizzeria on base, and in a few minutes, he and Tal were entering the crowded, noisy restaurant. It was one of the busiest food places on base because the pizza was fabulous. Once they got a cold pitcher of beer, Wyatt led her outside and found a small table and chairs near the periphery, where it was much quieter.


  A waitress took their order for a pepperoni pizza with green peppers and triple cheese. Wyatt poured Tal an ice-cold beer and she nodded her thanks, eagerly taking the frosted glass in both hands. Wyatt drank half a mug in a heartbeat and chugged more, thirstier than a double-humped Bactrian camel in a desert.


  When he was working, he knew he should continually eat protein bars and keep hydrated. But when he immersed himself in taking care of babies and children, he forgot about his own body’s needs. Such was the power of healing, he thought, bringing the beer to his appreciative lips.


  “Rahela was sure doing great with her new leg,” he told Tal. Instantly, he saw her expression go soft, her eyes misty.


  “I just loved watching her run around like a wild horse that had been given her freedom,” Tal agreed, taking a couple of healthy sips of the cold, bubbling beer. “Did you see how her mom was crying and trying to hide it from Rahela?”


  “Yeah, I managed a few glances in that direction,” he agreed warmly.


  “I’m so glad my family has all these charities, Wyatt,” Tal confided suddenly. “We get to help people like this around the world. No one should suffer like these Afghans do.” She went on, “You know, we never felt entitled to any special status. Even though we came from a wealthy family, our mom and dad taught us responsibility. If we wanted an allowance, we had to earn it the old-fashioned way—working for it. When we kids and our mom spent six weeks each summer in Kuşadası, her home in Turkey, we worked there, too. Sure, we got to play a lot, but there was always some work to be done for their local charity. And that’s one of the many things I like about the Delos charities.”


  Tal saw the waitress coming their way with a huge pizza. “Chow’s here,” she said eagerly, sitting up. Her stomach growled big-time in anticipation.


  Wyatt dug into the rich, cheesy pizza. It was so hot it almost burned his mouth, but it tasted damn good. He watched Tal opposite him, delicately eating her wedge of the pie. Her fingers were long and tapered, her movements always graceful. He wondered if she realized how feminine she really was. The Marine Corps didn’t exactly encourage women to remain feminine. They wanted them to remember that they were there as combat troops. He wondered if she ever wore a dress and envisioned her in a bright red one to set off her silky black hair.


  “Wow!” Tal whispered. “This is a perfect end to a perfect day, Wyatt. Thank you.”


  Well, Wyatt had more interesting things planned for them than pizza and work. He caught a glimpse of Tal’s lips glistening with oil from the pizza and felt himself harden. She was going to be his dessert whether she realized it or not. And he was going to be hers. The only question was: how soon would they get there?


  


  
    CHAPTER 6
  


  TAL EYED THE banana split warily. To her surprise, Wyatt had ordered the huge concoction for them for dessert. Now, looking as if he could hardly restrain himself, he scooted his chair around so he sat next to her.


  “Here, help me eat it, okay?” he invited, sliding the large oblong glass bowl toward her and offering her a long spoon.


  “This looks amazing! God, I love ice cream! Thanks.” Tal took the spoon from him. There were thick mounds of whipped cream on the vanilla, chocolate, and strawberry scoops of ice cream. Each swam in pineapple, strawberries, bananas and hot fudge. It was decadent, but Tal didn’t care.


  She slid him an assessing look. “Okay, tell the truth. Did Matt tell you this is my favorite dessert?”


  “Guilty as charged.” Wyatt grinned. “Your brother threw you to the wolves. Well, to the ice-cream-eating wolves. Go ahead, you get first dibs. Take all you want, darlin’.”


  Ice cream was a rarity for Tal here at the base. Usually, it was the first dessert to go, and all the restaurants, including the chow halls, usually ran out of it before she could get any. Now Tal eagerly plunged her spoon into the pink ice cream and strawberries. She sighed, closed her eyes, and simply savored the sweet, cold treat.


  “Have you died and gone to heaven yet?” Wyatt chuckled.


  “Oh, yes . . . thank you for this. Every time I get to Bagram and try to get ice cream, it’s gone!”


  “Well,” he confided, spooning the vanilla slathered with hot fudge, “I was owed a favor from the guy who owns this pizza joint. When I found out from Matt that you loved sundaes, I asked him to keep ice cream supplies stored away for us.”


  Touched, she fought down the swell of warmth that flooded over her and asked, “And would you have told me this if you hadn’t asked?”


  He gave her his most charming boyish grin. “Probably not, but I’m never going to lie to you, Tal. If you ask me something, I will always give you an honest answer.”


  “That’s good to know,” she said, holding his serious gaze. Tal believed him. Changing the topic, she said, “You and Matt have been pretty tight for a long time.”


  “Kinda like blood brothers without the blood,” Wyatt agreed. “Why that look?”


  She spooned more of the strawberry ice cream into her mouth before answering. Then, after swallowing the icy-cold sweetness, she explained, “Matt usually doesn’t open up about our family. We tend to keep it private. We’ve always known that if people found out we had wealthy, powerful family members, they might want to use us for their own purposes.”


  “You learned this early on in life, no doubt.”


  “Yes. My mom was very sensitive to our situation. We dressed like normal kids, not like kids with a lot of money. She always told us that because God gave us so much, we should never boast about it to others. She wanted us to fit in with our neighbors, not stand out.”


  “Did you go to public or private schools?” he asked, curious. He was betting she’d say public.


  “Public, of course, but we had tutors outside of class for foreign languages that weren’t offered in public schools.”


  “Why do you think your parents encouraged you to go to public schools? With your money, you could have afforded the most expensive European private schools.”


  “Mom told us we needed to see how regular people lived and be part of normal society, not high society.” Tal finished off the strawberry and began to cut up one of the bananas with her spoon. “She always gave us bag lunches to take to school, and we always ate in the cafeteria.”


  Wyatt gave her a nod. “I like your parents’ attitude.”


  “They wanted us to be a part of normal life, wherever my father was sent by the Air Force. We moved every two years, spending time in Germany, Spain, and England. The time I most loved was when my dad was assigned to NATO out of Istanbul, Turkey. That was a three-year assignment.”


  Wyatt spooned a piece of the banana Tal had cut up and dragged it through the hot fudge. “Why did you love your time in Turkey so much?”


  She sighed and sat back, looking up at the dark night embroidered with glimmering stars. “Uncle Ihsan and Auntie Nalan sort of adopted the three of us kids. Since they had no children of their own, we were it.” A fond look crossed her face as she remembered. “They spoiled us with so much love. They’re Sufis, and their belief system is all about compassion and love. They are committed to a loving approach to solving the world’s problems.”


  “That certainly explains why they are so committed to the Delos charities,” Wyatt reflected, admiring Tal and her family even more.


  “Exactly. I think one has to have heart and drive to take a spiritual path.”


  “They sound like my kind of people,” Wyatt said firmly. “I like folks who’ve got their feet on the ground and their heads screwed on straight.”


  She had to smile. “Well, I’ll give you this, Wyatt. You’re not only honest, you’re blunt.”


  “Seems like a good combination in my book,” he said drily, scooping up some banana from their sundae. “As I mentioned earlier, I don’t lie. I just can’t be a politically correct person, Tal. What you see is what you get.”


  “I guess that serves you well as a SEAL.” Tal knew that within the teams, lies were not tolerated by the chiefs and officers in particular. Neither was arrogance or boasting. These were humble, low-key operators who risked their lives all the time and who knew the value of teamwork over being a braggart.


  “It serves me everywhere, darlin’,” he retorted, and shot her a heated look that needed no translation.


  Tal realized that their conversation had just taken a whole new turn. She quietly absorbed that ripple of pleasure when his voice lowered to an almost guttural level and he called her “darlin’.” Uh-oh!


  “Is that why you’re still single, Wyatt?” she asked, giving him a direct challenge.


  “What?” he asked, somewhat taken aback. “Do you mean that my lack of diplomacy and honesty can’t keep a relationship going in the right direction?”


  Tal squirmed. For the first time, she’d heard hurt in his voice, despite Wyatt’s teasing tone. She didn’t mean to hurt this man; in fact, from everything she’d seen so far, he was a pretty nice guy. Unless he was playing her . . .


  “No, sorry, that came out all wrong. It’s just that I’ve seen relationships built on half-truths, and they eventually fall apart.”


  Wyatt gave her a studied look. Finally, he said, “I’ve never considered getting married while I was a SEAL, Tal. There’s a ninety percent divorce rate among these guys. I saw it going in, and I don’t want to put myself or a woman I care about through that kind of barbed wire.”


  Her spoon wavered over the last bit of her sundae. How to answer such an honest statement? She decided on giving him an appreciative response. “You’re clearly smarter than the average guy, then.”


  He shrugged. “I figured I’d get married once I got out. That way, I’d be able to stay at home. If we had children, I’d be a real father to them, not someone missing in action three hundred days out of every year.”


  She heard the emotion behind his words, but she also detected a sore spot somewhere in his background. “Family means a lot to you, then?”


  “My folks are Texas ranchers. We have a long history in that state. And all my aunts, uncles, grandparents, and cousins live within a two-hundred-mile radius of the Van Horn area, where I was born. I grew up surrounded by a big, happy, sloppy family. We have our issues and problems, but the bottom line is we are there for one another when needed. I want that same kind of family when I finally settle down and get married.”


  “I imagine you’ll make a good father, then,” Tal said softly. “Today, I saw you hold a baby boy. He was so unhappy until you held him. Then he felt safe. I even heard you croon to him, Wyatt. You have a way with children that most men don’t have—an immediate connection and a nurturing side that comes naturally to you.”


  “Hey, I have four younger siblings,” he teased. “Mattie is twenty-nine, Cathy is twenty-seven, and Jake, twenty-two. As the oldest, I got to babysit all of them. I helped raise Jake, the youngest; when I was nine years old I started changing his diapers, giving him baths, and feeding him his bottle. I got broken in early on babies and toddlers, believe me.”


  Her lips twitched. “And you’re such a badass SEAL.”


  Giving her an amused look, he murmured, “It’s just one part of who I am, Tal. Not all of me.”


  “Most SEALs aren’t like that.”


  “I’ve found that a lot of SEALs come from either broken or dysfunctional families. They’re looking for a father they never had, Tal. And the SEALs, as a group, are the ultimate father-warrior figure. I didn’t buy into some of what and who they are. I enjoy being a warrior because I’m good at it, but I have other parts of me that need to be satisfied, too. I make sure that being a SEAL doesn’t engulf me.”


  “By giving back to the villages with aid and medical relief?”


  “Yes, that’s one way.”


  She finished off her half of the vanilla ice cream and the last of the pineapple sauce. Wyatt had gently pushed the bowl in her direction, gesturing to her to finish it off. He was a man who knew how to share, and she gazed thoughtfully at him. “You’re a Navy chief. How many years are you staying in?”


  “I went in at eighteen and I’m thirty-one now.” He rubbed his right knee. “And I’m pretty well banged up. I don’t think my body is going to keep taking the kind of punishment the SEALs dole out much longer.”


  “When’s your enlistment up?”


  “Six months from now.” He frowned. “I’ve been torn about re-upping or packing it in, to tell you the truth.” He looked directly at her now.


  “What kind of job are you looking for after you get out?” she asked curiously, an idea beginning to form in her mind.


  “Something in computer science. I’ve already gotten invites from several universities interested in the software I created and wrote.”


  Eyes widening, she stared at him. “Seriously? You’ve written a software program?” It just goes to show, Tal told herself. Never judge a book by its cover. Wyatt was the last person she’d have suspected of being a computer geek! Nor did he act like one. Tal saw his mischievous grin beginning to form.


  “What? A SEAL can’t be something other than a badass with a rifle?” he teased.


  “I just didn’t think about software and SEAL in the same breath!” She tried not to sound offensive.


  “They both start with an ‘S,’ don’t they?”


  Now it was her turn to laugh aloud, and she saw his grin grow larger. “Got me there. Tell me about this software.”


  “I received a degree from Cornell University in computer science years ago. And I’m good at writing up plans for successful military missions, Tal. In fact, I’m better than ninety percent of those who write up missions. Over the years, I took a look at our SEAL mission plans to see which were successful and which had been a bust. Then I started writing a software program to show all the variables that determine whether a mission is tight or will fall apart during its execution.”


  “That’s incredible!” Tal murmured. “You created a program that can help us devise better missions?”


  He nodded, his expression serious. “Yes, I’ve been fine-tuning it for the last four years. I now have the ability to go over every mission we’ve set up since 1961, when President Kennedy started sending trainers into South Vietnam. I’ve created missions on my laptop for the past two years, and so have other platoons in ST3, SEAL Team Three. So far, it’s working well, and it’s allowed me to get rid of the bugs in the program.”


  “And what’s your rate of success?” Tal was riveted. Her most important job was to devise successful missions that got her teams back safely and without injury.


  “Eighty-five percent.”


  She gasped, sitting up in her chair, her eyes widening as she stared at him. “Seriously?”


  “Deadly serious, darlin’.”


  She blinked, her mind racing with possibilities. “I’d like to try out that software, Wyatt. It could help us, couldn’t it? Or has it only been designed for SEAL missions?”


  “No, I’ve been working on parallel mission demands such as Force Recon Marines, Special Forces, Delta Force, and other black ops groups. I also created one for police department SWAT teams.”


  “No wonder you have major universities interested in your software,” she breathed.


  “The Pentagon, specifically the Army and Marine Corps, is very keen on buying it,” he admitted.


  “But you haven’t sold it to anyone yet?”


  “No. I need to keep refining it until I’m satisfied. Variables, as you well know, are what make or break an op. Trying to prepare for all of them, given the location and the country, is a big, messy business. Every country is different and I don’t have them all configured into my program. Plus, all this is top secret. It’s not a program that will ever see the light of day in the public eye, that’s for sure.”


  “If you’re eighty-five percent accurate, how to do you take into account the unknown fifteen percent on a mission?”


  “Sometimes, the perishable, or time-limited, intel comes from a liar who is setting up an ambush to take out the team, or a sniper op,” he said grimly. “Weather plays hell with it, too. Or there’s a malfunction of a weapon, a broken-down Humvee, or a jet that’s supposed to be dropping ordnance on the enemy, and things go haywire and you have friendly casualties instead. I’ll never be able to create software that’s always accurate, Tal. That’s impossible. But I’ve got this pretty well refined to the point where it’s already saving lives out in the field. That’s all I care about—just bringing our troops home from these covert ops.”


  “You have a four-year degree in computer science?”


  He gave her an apologetic look. “Actually, I have a master’s degree.”


  Tal was shocked. “God, I was right. You are an onion!” She sat there absorbing his hearty laughter, his gray eyes glittering with amusement. And something else.


  TAL CLIMBED OUT of the Humvee driven by Wyatt’s friend Burt, who dropped them off in front of her B-hut area. It was dark except for a slice of a quarter moon, and there was a chill in the air. The moon curved above her, and it was beautiful. How many times on a sniper op had she sat there in the dark admiring the night sky? Or watching meteors streak across it?


  Tal loved that about her ops: being out in nature, surrounded by a silence broken only by wind whipping across the ridges of the Hindu Kush.


  Wyatt thanked Burt, waved goodbye, and then joined her on the sidewalk. “Come with me?” He looked down at her, studying her for a reaction.


  “Where are we going, Wyatt?”


  “Same place as last night?” he suggested with a wink. But his voice was husky and her pulse began to pound. This man was up front about everything, which always gave her a choice. She absorbed his shadowy face, searching his glittering, hooded gaze. Did she want this right now?


  “What is your intent, Wyatt?” She saw his eyes crinkle, his delicious mouth draw into a bemused line.


  “I think you know already, darlin’, but I’ll be happy to spell it out for you. I want the right to kiss you. I’ve waited three damned long years trying to get your attention and now I have it. I’m not wasting this opportunity, Tal.” His smile disappeared and he settled his hands on his hips less than a foot from where she stood. “Now, I could kiss you here”—he gestured around—“but I promised you I’d always have your back because you’re an officer. I would never put you into a compromising position with others, since I’m enlisted personnel. So, I’m asking you to come over to the supply building, where no one will see us kiss.”


  Tal wavered, aware that a fire deep down was urging her onward, but her common sense was putting up a valiant fight. The result was the unsettling feeling of not knowing where she was headed.


  Her hand went to her throat in an almost defensive motion, and then she asked him something no one had ever asked him before. “What will that kiss mean to you, Wyatt?”


  He cocked his head, his eyes narrowing. “Excuse me?”


  “A kiss has to mean something to me, Wyatt. And I sure as hell want it to mean more than sex to the man who wants to kiss me.”


  He nodded and looked down at his boots for a moment, in thought. Finally, he lifted his chin and held her gaze. “I’ve been wanting a relationship with you for years, Tal Culver. Doesn’t that say something about me and my intentions toward you? Have I had relationships here on base? Yes.”


  She moistened her lips. “You said earlier tonight that you won’t get into a serious relationship as long as you’re a SEAL. So what am I to think about that? You’re sending me mixed signals.”


  “Point taken.” Rubbing his beard, he looked beyond her, his gaze moving around them. It was that hypervigilance that could save their lives. “Before seeing you at the Rec Hall pool . . .”


  “Yes?”


  “I’d seen you earlier than that,” he began. “You were in Ops and had just come off a mission. I was there at the desk filling out a form when you came up and stood near me. I remember your eyes, Tal, how beautiful they were. I sensed your fierceness, felt your passion, and saw your confidence. Honestly, it turned me inside out. I’d never met a woman warrior like you before. You grabbed my full, undivided attention. After you left, I got your name and did a little SEAL snooping to scope out the situation. I liked what I saw, found out, and heard about you.”


  “How did Matt play into this?” Tal asked, wondering if he had used her brother to learn more about her.


  “I met him two weeks later. It wasn’t until a month afterward that I found out you were his older sister. That blew me away, but it also redoubled my desire to get to first base with you. Matt is a solid operator, which says a lot in my world. I figured you’d be cut from the same cloth, and I was right. I found out from him that when you were on base, you’d swim a couple times a week at the Rec Hall pool. That particular day, I had six Afghan boys in to teach them to swim when you came in. It was my lucky day.”


  “And all of this reconnoitering was to maneuver me into your bed?”


  “Frankly, yes. But it was more than that, Tal. The more Matt told me about you, the more I needed to meet you, talk with you, see what was in that head of yours, understand how you saw the world around you, what made you laugh and what made you cry. I can’t fully explain it, and God knows I’ve tried over the years. We share an incredible, organic connection; I damn well feel it and I know you do, too.” He grimaced, his voice lowering, amusement in his tone. “And you’re the first woman I’ve ever met who asked me to explain why I want to kiss her.”


  Tal hid her smile, seeing the frustration in Wyatt’s eyes. She felt him floundering like she was, trying to figure out what was going on between them and whether or not it was worth connecting further. “I guess we’re both alike in that way,” she offered quietly.


  “What way is that?” he growled.


  A half smile pulled at her mouth. “We’re both logical people. We want to understand things because we’re very self-aware. We don’t like going into a situation blindly. We want to understand ourselves, other people, and the elements surrounding them.”


  “Spoken like a true sniper,” he rasped, giving her an appreciative look.


  “Yes, well you’re a sniper yourself—just one in disguise,” she said accusatorily.


  “So are you coming with me?” He pointed toward the supply warehouse.


  Tal gave him a panicked look. “Wyatt . . .”


  “I don’t know where this is going either,” he told her gruffly, holding her wary gaze. “You’re a natural-born risk taker, Tal, just like me. On every op we take, it’s a damned life-and-death risk.” His mouth pursed. “I’m willing to risk my heart on you. I have no idea how it’s going to turn out between us. I don’t have any expectations about us. I just want to explore what we have with one another when we can. Are you willing to risk your heart to find out too? That’s what this all boils down to.”


  Wyatt’s eyes were a stormy gray now, and she felt his body calling to her. And then, she decided.


  “Okay,” she whispered, turning and starting to walk across the gravel toward the three-story warehouse. What was she doing? Tal felt her throat tighten, with all the fear warring with her need of Wyatt. But the fear began to dissolve as she continued walking into the deep shadows with him.


  When they got to the building they’d stood by yesterday, Tal halted and leaned against the same wall, her heart pounding, her knees shaking. The burning need in Wyatt’s eyes seared her soul as he slowly approached her.


  This time, he put his hands against the wall and bracketed her head with his forearms, his breath warm against her cheek as he met and searched her eyes.


  Tal dragged his scent deep into her lungs as if she couldn’t get enough of Wyatt—and he hadn’t even touched her! Then, as he lowered his head, his moist breath flowing across her cheek and nose, Tal closed her eyes. Automatically, her hands lifted, lightly resting against his powerful chest, his heart a low, deep thud against her opened palms.


  The first time he touched her lips was so light, she wondered if she’d imagined it happening. Tal leaned forward a little more, wanting more physical contact with Wyatt. The second time, he grazed her mouth gently, as if silently introducing himself to her. This was torment! She wanted so much more!


  Her hands crawled up his chest, encircling his neck, her lips meeting his firmly, and she opened to him. Opened to every possibility.


  At that moment, Tal’s entire world shifted. She now lived solely for his touch. She felt his mouth taking hers, slowly but surely, and realized that Wyatt was in no hurry, wanting to savor and thoroughly explore her in the best of ways. A small sound of pleasure vibrated in her throat as he nudged her lips open a bit more, tasting her for the first time. Her fingers curled around the nape of his neck, and she pressed herself against him, her breasts grazing his chest, her hips moving lightly against his with invitation. It was then that a low, animal sound filled his chest and its reverberation rocked through her. It was such a powerful turn-on for Tal to be taken slowly like this, as if she were an exquisite wine to be sipped, appreciated, and savored with each taste, each time a little longer than the previous one.


  Wyatt nibbled on her lower lip, nipping it, feeling her respond and moan. As he moved his tongue across it, then to each corner of her mouth, testing her response, her knees went weak and her hips sagged against his.


  Tal now felt his powerful erection against her belly, inflaming her, making that ache deepen. She sensed Wyatt would be the consummate lover, and she was eager to experience that lovemaking soon. He would take his time, bring her body to bright, throbbing life, and then give her pleasure she had probably never received from another man. And she loved the feel of his large, callused hands, which now framed her face, angling her head slightly so that he could plunder her mouth, take her hotly and deeply. She felt his hips grind and then crush her against the wall with an animal’s primal urgency.


  Her breath grew choppy, and Tal reveled in this first real meeting of their bodies and in Wyatt’s strength, the tension that shook his frame. He continued to relish her, absorb her into himself, and never allowed her to come up for air. Tal felt as if he were branding her with his essence, claiming her as his lifelong mate. It was the craziest sensation, but her mind melted beneath the skilled heat of his mouth, which cajoled hers until she squirmed against him, wanting so much more than just this kiss.


  Her breasts were tight and she could feel her nipples ripe and sensitive against the cotton bra she wore beneath her blouse. Wyatt never attempted to touch her anywhere else, although Tal wanted him to cup her breasts, caress her aching nipples, and then slide his hand down beneath her waistband, feeling how damp she’d become from his deep, hot kiss. A whimper caught in her throat, and she arched into him. She felt her lower body unfurl, hungry, throbbing, and pleading to be explored deeply by this man.


  Wyatt reluctantly dragged his mouth from her lips and cupped her shoulders, moving forward to ensure that she didn’t collapse. Releasing him, Tal allowed her hands to drift down to his chest as she barely opened her eyes.


  The glitter in his gaze rolled through Tal like an electric current. Wyatt wanted her just as badly as she wanted him. Whatever it was that was between them had exploded like an IED, leaving her shaken and unable to speak.


  “You’re one wild, untamed filly,” he said gruffly with a knowing smile. “Remind me of that the next time we try this?”


  “W-what?” she barely forced out, her heart a staccato beat in her chest, her whole body one big ache of fire desperate to be quenched by him.


  “I knew you were going to be one hell of a kisser, but you surprised even me.” He leaned forward, lightly kissing her furrowed brow, his lips drifting down to her temple, to her cheek, her skin tightening beneath each fleeting touch. Pulling back, Wyatt studied her in the darkness. “That Turkish blood in your veins is fiery, lady. You run hotter than hell—and I like it.”


  Wyatt’s guttural voice reverberated through her. His hands. Tal’s cartwheeling mind was utterly unhinged. Only need and desire hummed through. Oh, that one, branding kiss! How much pleasure he’d shared with her! If only they had somewhere to go to finish what they’d both started.


  Wyatt anchored his body against hers so she could sag into him without falling. Even now, he held her safe from everything and everyone. That sense of his being an alpha male, claiming his alpha mate, wouldn’t leave her. This was so real, so visceral. So . . . wonderful . . .


  Tal saw the same expression in his eyes as her gaze drifted upward. His gleaming gray eyes were her universe now, and she flowed into them joyously. Then another area of his body claimed her attention: she felt his erection, his leashed power as he held himself in check, applying patience, but also his scalding desire to take her completely.


  There were so many clashing realizations slamming through Tal that she couldn’t process them all. All she could do was drown in Wyatt’s eyes and know that this man wanted to claim her as his own.


  “Are you coming back?” Wyatt teased thickly, moving his hands slowly from her shoulders to her upper arms. Reluctantly, he eased away from Tal, making sure she could stand on her own again. Her eyes were cloudy with arousal and he knew that kiss they’d just shared had blown every fuse in her body. Hell, he’d felt it explode through his own. This woman took no prisoners, and Wyatt smiled to himself, pleased, because once Tal had made up her mind to let him kiss her, she had thrown herself body, heart, and soul into that one incredible moment they’d just shared.


  “Y-yes, coming back . . . give me a second . . .”


  A rumble of satisfaction moved through his chest, and Wyatt savored her ability to trust him. And trust him Tal did. He was fully aware that she knew that he wanted her in every possible way. Now he watched her slowly return from the ecstasy that the kiss had created between them.


  God, the woman was incredible! Nothing was held back. And when she’d moved against him like a sensual cat, her breasts grazing his chest and hips, he’d damn near lost his mind.


  And that wasn’t a good idea under the circumstances. Wyatt was still responsible for protecting Tal’s reputation, and he wasn’t about to get her found out or embarrassed by taking this to the next level. He wasn’t about to start exploring her body out in public. No way. That would be done in the privacy of a room, away from all prying eyes. He looked around, holding her gently in his embrace while she reordered herself and came back to earth.


  A Humvee security vehicle moved slowly down the street, but no one could spot them where they were standing. Otherwise, everything was quiet, and most people were in bed by this time. Bagram was not safe, and Wyatt was always alert for unexpected mortar or RPG attacks by the Taliban, which happened every so often.


  Automatically, Wyatt had chosen safety points where he could take Tal in case an attack occurred. His mind never ceased to look for egress points. Even now, with her, his body was still radiating such hungry need that he had to constantly fight it to remain alert for both their sakes.


  He heard a soft sound in the back of Tal’s throat and returned his attention to her. “I like the sounds you make. You remind me of jaguar I once saw in action down in Brazil. I was up in a tree, waiting for an HVT to come by, and this male jaguar met his mate down below where I was. They made low sounds just like you do.” He smiled down into her luminous green eyes. “Jaguars are the only cats that don’t roar. They just make these low sounds instead. Their decibel level is below human hearing. They growl on a different wavelength.”


  Wyatt lifted his hand, threading his fingers through several silken strands of her hair near her right temple, easing them behind her ear, watching pleasure come to her eyes at his touch. He wanted to slide his hands all over this woman, and he wasn’t going to leave one inch of her firm, warm skin unexplored. The perfume of her flesh, that vanilla-cinnamon scent, made him shaky with need, and he began to dismantle the massive control he held over himself.


  “Remind me to kiss you somewhere else from now on,” Tal managed, trying to keep her voice steady.


  A chuckle rumbled through him. “Yeah, I was thinking the same thing.” He saw her lush lips, now slightly swollen from the power of his kiss, and grazed her lower lip with his thumb. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, darlin’.”


  She shook her head. “You didn’t. I’m surprised you aren’t feeling a little tender yourself,” she teased.


  “I’m fine. You’re the one made of sugar and spice.”


  He saw her eyes narrow. “Right, and you’re made of snips and snails and puppy-dog tails, Lockwood.”


  He had the good grace to smile fully as he cupped her chin, leaning down, barely grazing her lips. “You’re sugar. Don’t ever forget that. But just with me. You’re my woman, Tal Culver, whether you realize it yet or not . . .”


  


  
    CHAPTER 7
  


  “CAP’N CULVER?”


  Tal lifted her head from her work as Lance Corporal Danny Turner stuck his head around the corner.


  “Yes?”


  “I know you said you didn’t want to be disturbed, ma’am, but I’ve got a phone call from a Chief Lockwood. Will you take it? He says it’s important.”


  “Yes, patch it through, Turner. And shut my door, please?” she asked. Her heart had begun to pound when she heard Wyatt was on the line. What did he want? Was he sorry he’d revealed so much last night?


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  She kept her voice steady as she said, “Chief Lockwood?” Tal had barely slept last night, getting up at 0600. She’d hoped a hot shower would cool her off after Wyatt’s life-infusing kiss. But it hadn’t. Not that she’d really wanted it to.


  “Captain Culver, I’d like to have an hour of your time this morning if you can spare it. You know that software program we talked about yesterday? I thought you’d like to use it on your upcoming missions and see if it has legs.”


  Tal closed her eyes momentarily, hearing the thick gruffness in Wyatt’s caressing voice, her skin reacting, wanting his touch, wanting his mouth everywhere on her body. He’d fully awakened her with just one hot, burning kiss that had turned her rebelling brain into mush.


  “I have an hour, Chief.” She wanted to see Wyatt, but her days were full and highly pressured in preparation for her mission.


  “Yes, ma’am. I know you’re deep into mission planning, but I thought you might like to see my program in action. It might be helpful for your own purposes.”


  She knew that Wyatt was being careful, as all phone calls into the unit office were tapped and taped. “Yes, I’d be very grateful for any help you can swing my way, Chief.”


  “I can be there at 0900, ma’am.”


  She glanced at her watch. It was 0800. “Sounds good. See you then, Chief. Thank you.” As Tal set the phone in the cradle, she stared through her open window. Her office sat in a corner of a two-story brick building that housed the entire Force Recon Marine unit. The sniper units took up only four rooms within it. The window overlooked the helicopter terminal about half a mile away.


  Sighing, she touched her brow, feeling like she had been dropped between two different worlds. One was centered on the high-pressure stakes of mission planning. The other found her floating, her womanly needs crying for attention and her heart and body opening, so suddenly, to the last man she’d thought possible. Wyatt. She’d never felt like this before.


  Tal heard her iPhone beep and pulled it out of her pocket. To her surprise, she had an email from her father. It was probably more info on the Artemis offices and an update on the building progress. She switched the phone off, promising herself she’d call him later. She had other fish to fry right now.


  On a drafting board in one corner of her office were six different missions in various phases of planning. Accompanying them was top-secret intel to be reviewed. Then the next mission would begin to take shape, depending on whatever she’d learned. Tal loved mission planning, but knew she had to have her full “sniper focus” on it in order to do it right.


  Meanwhile, Wyatt was coming over. Could she handle herself in close proximity to him? How could she act normal after that soul-searing, possessive kiss he’d planted on her? He’d been incredibly sensitive and gentle afterward, giving her time to put herself back together. He must have thought she was a real innocent. Wouldn’t he be surprised, she thought with a satisfied smile. He had a lot to learn about her.


  Blowing out a breath of air, Tal tried to focus. Now she was beginning to understand what Alexa meant when she said a few years ago, “When someone sweeps me off my feet, it takes me days to come down from it.” Alexa would laugh herself silly to hear how Tal was floundering after just one very long kiss from Wyatt Lockwood.


  And the truth? She could hardly wait to see him again.


  WYATT WAS SHOWN into Tal’s corner office by Lance Corporal Turner, who was about nineteen. Stepping into her office, he saw Tal standing at a drafting board, working on various missions. He kept his official face on, holding his laptop, a Toughbook, tucked away in the leather briefcase in his left hand. Removing his black baseball cap, he watched to make sure the door was fully shut before he spoke.


  When she turned to face him, Wyatt saw smudges beneath Tal’s eyes.


  Tal came over, her gaze never leaving his. In a low voice, she said, “We’re clean in here. Only the phone conversations are recorded.”


  He nodded and tossed the cap on one corner of her desk, placing the laptop in an empty area. Sometimes, certain offices had cameras within them, recording all conversations, depending upon the nature of the sensitive documents being processed or used. “Good to know. How are you doing this morning?”


  “Didn’t sleep much,” she grumbled, giving him a waspish look. “You?”


  “I had some pretty hot dreams last night about a wild Turkish woman with the most beautiful green eyes I’d ever seen,” he deadpanned, opening the Toughbook and pressing the on button.


  Her cheeks flushed as she pulled over a second chair for him. She moved over to a small hot plate in another corner and poured them both coffee. Bringing over the mugs, she sat down near him as he quickly brought up his program on his laptop.


  “You should have come to bed with me instead,” he said lightly, sipping the coffee, looking at her over the rim.


  “I wouldn’t have gotten any sleep for sure.”


  “No,” Wyatt said with a slow grin, “but you’d felt a helluva lot better than you do this morning, darlin’. Come to think of it? So would I.”


  She chuckled and shook her head, muttering, “You’re incorrigible, Lockwood.”


  “I like your hair in a braid,” he said, motioning to the single braid hanging down between her shoulders. “Makes you look real pretty.”


  The corners of Tal’s mouth turned up as she attempted to focus on the program now on the screen. She tried to disregard Wyatt’s compliment, but she couldn’t ignore the fact that their thighs barely brushed against one another as they huddled around his Toughbook. “I was a hot mess this morning. I’m surprised the braid even came out halfway decent-looking.”


  He smiled and set his coffee on the desk. “Let’s see if my program can’t help you out a bit and make the next few days a little easier on you.”


  For the next ten minutes, Tal sat and listened to Wyatt. That slow Texas drawl lulled her, as usual, and she found herself wishing to be with him anywhere but here. Getting up, she handed him the first of six planned missions over the next two weeks. Wyatt quickly checked the intel and typed it into the mission brief, his fingers flying across the keyboard. All Tal could think of was those long, spare fingers of his sliding across her skin, eliciting nothing but pleasure as he discovered the places on her body yearning for his skilled, knowing touch.


  As soon as Wyatt hit the return key, her eyes opened a little more as she read the analysis of the program. “I’ll be damned,” she breathed, skimming the info. “I’d have done exactly the same thing this program just came up with.”


  Wyatt gave her a pleased look. “Yes, and instead of your having to mull over all that paper work and intel, this program took ten minutes to type it in and a few seconds to arrive at a decent op suggestion.”


  Shaking her head in amazement, Tal gave him an appreciative look. “You are incredible, Wyatt. Can we input the second mission?”


  “Sure.”


  She got up and retrieved all the info and handed it to him. This one took longer, perhaps fifteen minutes, before it spit out the analysis for the mission. Tal was familiar enough with the mission and the area, and was stunned to see how accurate the analysis was. “This blows my mind, Wyatt. I’m really impressed.”


  “Like it, huh?” He smiled at her.


  “Like it? God, I want to keep this software program and use it on all my missions, Wyatt!”


  He leaned back in the chair. “I can’t let it out of my sight, but I think you can understand why.” He motioned to the other four missions and then looked at his watch. “How about we do those four and then I take you to an early lunch?”


  “I’d like that,” Tal said, still thinking about the missions and how much safer she felt already, thanks to his analysis.


  “Will your office talk about this?” he asked her soberly.


  She saw the concern in his eyes. “No. The only officer above me is Major Dickenson. He gives me a loose rein and doesn’t micromanage me, thank God. I can certainly adopt your program if I want to.”


  “Do you work with many SEALs?”


  “No, you’re the first.”


  “Okay, bring over mission three and let’s see if you still like my program.”


  Tal was still jolted by the accuracy of the program after they had gone through five missions. “This last one is the mission I’m taking with my spotter, Jay.” She handed him the papers.


  “I’ve missed you,” he admitted, taking the mission folder.


  Her throat closed up for a moment, his low, vibrating voice catching her off guard as he looked at her with those gray eyes that missed nothing. His game face came off. “It was—something special we shared last night,” she admitted, feeling his vulnerability once more.


  “I’m just starting to get territorial about you,” he drawled, giving her a heated look.


  “I’ve never had a man get territorial over me,” she admitted. “As long as territorial doesn’t mean control over me. That isn’t going to work.” She saw amusement glimmer in Wyatt’s eyes.


  His mouth crooked as he typed in the info. “You don’t know what territorial is, darlin’. But soon, you will, and I swear, you’re gonna enjoy it. It’s no fun when you can’t allow your woman to be all she can be. Territorial is not another world for control. Okay? After you experience it with me, you’ll understand what I’m sayin’.”


  “Okay.” Tal shivered over his gruff promise. His words swam in her head, and she thought she should feel resistance, but she didn’t, because Wyatt treated her as an equal, not as a submissive woman. She’d never stand for that kind of behavior from a man, anyway. But to be someone’s equal? Yes, she could deal with that easily. And it felt kind of nice that he was territorial regarding her and whatever was developing between them. It meant he cared, but then SEALs were well known to be super-protective of the women in their lives. She supposed she was quite territorial too, if she were brutally honest with herself. A good relationship had strong boundaries. So long as both people knew of them and agreed with them, that was the territory they shared with one another. Nothing wrong with that.


  She saw Wyatt stop and read several sit reps. “What?”


  “This is perishable intel, and it’s coming from a source I would not trust.” He handed it to her. “Have you read it?”


  “Yes. Do you know the person who gave us the intel?”


  Frowning, Wyatt said, “Hate to admit it, but yes, and he’s a weasel. Anything we get from Ahmed is always suspect. There have been times in the past when he’s gone to FOB Alpha, our sister base, and sold them information. Each time, it turned out to be false. We think he’s working for the Taliban and is feeding us bad info to set us up and ambush our teams.”


  “Look, I know some intel is pretty flimsy. But I want to nail Sidiq Sharan.” Her eyes hardened. “I really want this sick, murdering bastard, Wyatt. I’ve tried a number of times to take him out. He’s mine.”


  He gave her a patient look. “I thought snipers weren’t supposed to get emotionally involved with their target of opportunity.” He said the words quietly, without judgment.


  Deep rage moved through Tal, but it wasn’t aimed at Wyatt. “You’ve heard the name Zakir Sharan?”


  “Yes. He’s the Pakistani billionaire. We’ve got a dossier on him as thick as a man’s fist. He’s rich; he had two sons, Sidiq and Raastagar. He’s one of the founding fathers of al-Qaeda. He’s made his money in Multan, in the Indus Valley region. He owns agricultural, industrial, textile, and shipping conglomerates. Sidiq, his second-born son, was in thick of it with the Taliban here in Afghanistan. His daddy is a big-time sex trafficker and distributor. Raastagar, who you killed awhile back, was the one who came over the Afghan border to buy little boys, girls, and young women who have been kidnapped from villages. He took them across the Pak border, where his father’s people disseminated them, and they were moved to warehouses in all parts of the world. From there, they are auctioned off to the highest bidder. It’s a pretty sick business. Sidiq helps run the opium poppy business side of things here in Afghanistan and takes the product across the border to Pakistan. There, his daddy gets it distributed worldwide.”


  “Was is the operative word here for Raastagar,” Tal grimly agreed. “I nailed him coming across the border six months ago. Now it’s Sidiq’s turn. Matt and his team are actively looking for him. Sidiq’s responsible for the fact that opium production here in Afghanistan is at its highest rate in a generation. And Zakir has made billionaire status because of the opium trade his second-born son established here.” She paced the small office. “I agree with you that perishable intel could be less than trustworthy.” She stopped and turned. “What does your program say?”


  Wyatt hit the return key. Tal came and sat down, and he placed the Toughbook before her so she could read the analysis.


  “No way,” Tal muttered. She scowled and pointed a finger at the screen. “It says, ‘Wait for more reliable intel.’”


  “That’s right,” Wyatt said, turning to her and holding her stubborn stare. “It’s the smartest thing to do.”


  “But all the CIA chatter says Sidiq is coming across in a week’s time. I want to be out there waiting for him, Wyatt.”


  “Listen to me, will you? Where you would be setting up to wait for him is within a mile of the border. It’s a dicey area to begin with, and the Taliban knows we put snipers up there in the Hindu Kush mountains all the time. Why couldn’t you wait until we get a drone confirmation and facial ID recognition on him? Then you can take a chopper into a mountain area far enough ahead of him to take the shot. You and your spotter would be in a lot less danger.”


  Shaking her head, she muttered, “I don’t like your program’s analysis on this last mission workup.” She stood and began pacing.


  “The program analyzes information put into it, Tal. Nothing more. Ahmed is a low-level Shinwari tribesman who’s been kicked out of his own village by the chieftain. He’s just not trustworthy.”


  “Often perishable intel falls into that category, Wyatt. You know that. It doesn’t stop an op from moving forward.”


  He rubbed his bearded jaw, watching her stride around the room, determination written all over her. “Okay, so let me play with the program. I’ll take that piece of intel out of it. We need to find you a good area for a hide and a quick egress point just in case the Taliban decides to attack it.”


  “I’ve never been attacked in a hide yet,” she said, frowning.


  “There’s a first time for everything, Tal.” He lowered his voice, reaching out, capturing her hand, and squeezing it before releasing it. “Hey, I’ve just made a connection with you. I don’t want to see you in harm’s way.”


  “You’re just like every other black ops guy,” she muttered, but she was calming down. “You’re getting overly protective.”


  “I protect the people I care about, Tal. Now you’re included in my circle.”


  She halted, struck by the serious look on his face. She liked Wyatt a lot, but things were moving way too fast for her. His kiss had ripped out the sturdy wall she’d always kept around her, but now she felt as if her world was in free fall.


  Drowning in his concerned gray gaze, Tal wanted to deny any emotions she felt toward Wyatt. Love didn’t just drop out of the sky and hit someone over the head, did it? Lust did, that was for sure. There was no way she was going to use the words love and Wyatt in the same sentence. It was way too early. Hell, Alexa was always saying she was in love with every new guy who came into her life. Tal herself had loved Brian. She’d been so sure of it. But when Brian kissed her, she’d never unraveled like a ball of yarn like she did last night in Wyatt’s arms. What a confusing mess!


  “Hey,” he murmured, shutting the Toughbook, “let me work on this later at my office. It’s nearly 1130. Still interested in having chow with me?” He gave her a hopeful look.


  Tal couldn’t remain angry long. It was true, she had a temper. Her dad said it came from the passionate Greek side of her family. In fact, she’d never seen him angry. But then, her father and Wyatt were Texans, and they had that laid-back approach. These men didn’t appear to get ruffled by things that would set off someone like herself.


  Her Greek cousin Angelo was known to fly into emotional thunderstorms, get angry, but then, just as quickly as his temper had flared, it was gone. And then he was his ebullient, extroverted self, filled with smiles, hugs, and generosity for all. She had certainly inherited Angelo’s quickness to anger.


  Eyeing that Toughbook as Wyatt stood and slid it in his briefcase, she was still feeling angry about what it said, but she couldn’t hold any anger toward Wyatt. She saw understanding in his eyes. He knew what it was like to want an HVT so bad he dreamed about it. Their lives revolved around either killing or capturing them. If captured, the HVT was handed over to the CIA for interrogation.


  “Yes, I’m hungry,” she finally admitted. She grabbed her green baseball cap and settled it on her head. “Let’s go,” Tal urged, opening the door.


  WYATT SAT OPPOSITE Tal at the long steel table. They’d found the last two seats in the crowded chow hall, which presently held about three thousand men and women. He saw the petulant set of her lower lip, remembered how good she had tasted, how sweet her mouth was to him, how sensual her tongue had felt gliding against his. Her black braid had fallen across her shoulder and several tendrils of hair were loose around her temples, giving her a softer look. Wyatt ached to have this woman in his bed so he could slide his fingers through that long, shining mass.


  Now she bit into her sandwich almost angrily, and he could feel how upset she was.


  “So,” he prodded quietly, moving his spaghetti around on his tray with his fork, “there’s more to this story regarding Sidiq Sharan, isn’t there?”


  Her mouth went tight. Then Tal lifted her chin and stared at him. He was stunned by the raw grief etched on her face. Wanting to comfort her, but in the wrong place to do it, Wyatt forced himself to be patient while she wrestled with something known only to her.


  Then Tal pushed her tray to the end of the table, the contents only half eaten. “Yes, there’s a lot more to it,” she admitted, her voice rough with emotion. She clasped her hands, resting her chin on them, keeping her voice low.


  “I fell in love for the first time, Wyatt. I met Sergeant Brian Collier, a Marine sniper here at Bagram. He was assigned to our unit.” She waved her hand. “I didn’t mean to fall for him. It just happened over time.”


  “You were how old?”


  “I’m twenty-nine now, so I was twenty-four at the time, and a lieutenant. I was on my first tour over here as a sniper. Brian took me under his wing. I knew he was enlisted and I was an officer, but he just had a way of getting around all of that.”


  Wyatt began to understand why Tal had initially wanted to avoid him. “Matt told me that the man you loved was killed over here.” He saw the pain, the memories, flooding back into Tal’s eyes. She couldn’t hide anything from him. Right now, all Wyatt wanted to do was take her the hell out of here to his secret place, hold her, and listen to her story. He knew the value of talking out trauma and grief.


  She rubbed her eyes, her voice choked. “Sidiq Sharan had placed a million-dollar bounty on Brian’s head. I didn’t know it at the time, but Brian was thirty years old and had been over here on six deployments. He was damned good at what he did.” She took a deep breath. “He never told me about it, I think, because he loved me and didn’t want me to worry when he was out on an operation with his spotter.”


  “Who got to him?” he asked her gently, knowing the answer but needing confirmation.


  “Sidiq did. He came across with a Pakistani sniper. I found out later from CIA chatter picked up on Sidiq’s cell phone that he was bragging to his father that he’d finally had Collier killed.” She grimaced and looked away, blinking a few times.


  “Damn,” Wyatt rasped, “I’m sorry, Tal. I really am. Brian Collier is a revered sniper. Everyone knew about him, his reputation and how good he was.”


  Yeah, Wyatt thought, she’d definitely been in love with the guy. Collier had been an outstanding sniper, and everyone in the black ops community respected and admired him. Wyatt remembered when Brian was killed, but he’d had no idea that Tal was in the picture or that they loved one another. In Tal’s case, since she was an officer and Collier a sergeant, exposure of their relationship could have meant she’d lose her commission and be booted out of the Marine Corps.


  Brian Collier had protected her. He’d never spoken about her, and he must have made sure that no one ever saw them together. He’d been one helluva sniper, and Wyatt was sure he’d had his hiding spots at Bagram where he could take Tal, love her, and protect her from the prying eyes of this huge base.


  She shook her head. “I’m over my grief. It was my first tour, and I didn’t know the lay of the land over here at that time. The CIA let me know about Sidiq’s phone calls and had them translated for me because I was going after Brian’s killers.”


  “And you took out Raastagar.”


  “Yes. Now I’m going to make Zakir Sharan pay the full price. I’m taking out his second son if I can. If I can’t, I’m hoping Matt will nail him. Brian was a decent, caring man, Wyatt. He was like you, honest to the bone. He put on no airs and was incredibly humble, but the man was brilliant.”


  “That, I know for a fact.” His voice fell. “I’m really sorry. That had to have hit you hard.”


  She stared at him and then said, “That’s why I never wanted any type of relationship with a military man again. Maybe now you understand why I was avoiding you.”


  Nodding, he put his tray aside and picked up his cup of coffee. “Yeah, I started chasing you a year after that. I’m sure you felt like hell, and having another man around you then was the last thing you needed.”


  “You got that right.”


  Suddenly, his gut tightened and he felt fear. It wasn’t for him. It was for Tal. Wyatt wasn’t going to admit that if it had been him, he’d have hunted down Sharan’s sons to equalize Brian’s death, too. This was known among the sniper cadre as a “death dance.” And no, snipers weren’t supposed to make it personal, but Wyatt knew they did. Snipers were human, too.


  He could see the hurt and suffering, even now, deep in Tal’s glistening green eyes as she wrestled with her anger and grief. This woman, he realized, loved deep and hard. It explained why she’d spurned a casual relationship or one night in bed. The weight of what lay ahead of him with her hit home then. It didn’t frighten Wyatt, but it reminded him that he’d need lots of patience to go the distance with her. After all, he’d already tried for years to get her to consider a relationship with him. Now he understood why it had taken her so long to let him in.


  “Now,” Tal said in a low, quavering tone, “you see why I’m so gun-shy with you, Wyatt.”


  Yeah, he did.


  Damn. Nothing like having the deck stacked against him.


  


  
    CHAPTER 8
  


  WYATT WANTED TO tread lightly over Tal’s concerns at lunch. Wyatt studied her in silence. He was going to say more about her admittance when a platoon of Marine Force Recons came and sat nearby. They all knew her and who worked under her command, so he realized it wasn’t the right time to talk personally with her.


  He also realized that he was falling in love with this woman.


  Wyatt had never been in love before, unless you counted puppy love with little red-haired Amanda with the missing front tooth in the sixth grade. Wyatt smiled to himself as he ate his spaghetti.


  Lifting his gaze to Tal, who ate in silence, aware that her men were nearby and within earshot, he could feel her agony. He also knew she wasn’t thinking clearly about this up-and-coming mission. Tal was on a path of revenge to equalize the loss of the man she’d loved.


  He was beginning to realize that there weren’t many women in the world like her. She was very careful about letting her heart be open and protected it fiercely. He understood that when she did fall in love, it was forever.


  Wyatt wondered if they’d ever get a chance to consummate their growing attraction. It was taking on a life of its own, throbbing with such vitality between them. For Wyatt, ever since he’d first met her, that connection had been intensely alive.


  Unfortunately, he’d met her at the worst possible time, right in the middle of her having lost the man she’d loved with all her heart.


  Wyatt had met a few women like Tal who loved hard and with passion. And when a woman gave her heart like that and was later wounded, she rarely recovered fully. It had been years now since Brian had been ripped out of Tal’s life, and Wyatt had managed to push open the door to Tal’s heart just a little.


  God knew he wanted so much more; that kiss hovered hotly in front of him, whispering to him, encircling him, and making him want every atom of her being in his arms, in his bed, and melting into his soul.


  He laughed to himself, because in many ways, Wyatt was like her. He didn’t give his heart easily either. Sure, he could find a willing woman who needed sex as a physical release, just like a pressure-relief valve. Those times helped take him out of the brutality of his daily life as a SEAL, and his former hookups had enjoyed sex for sex’s sake. Maybe he’d gotten lucky attracting civilian and military women who enjoyed a good night of lusty, hot sex with no qualms about walking away for good the next morning.


  Wyatt always knew these temporary alliances were just that, and someday, down the road, he’d find the right gal. And now, had he? It sure felt like it. He pined for Tal, even now, when he was with her. He yearned to have her open up to him so he could hold her, listen to her, allow her to cry, allow her to divulge her deepest, darkest secrets and fears. And later, he could love her, kiss her, give her the pleasure and healing that only a true partner could offer.


  Right now, of course, was the wrong damn time, as usual. Frustration thrummed through Wyatt as he and Tal finished off their meals. Tal had eaten only half of hers while he’d gulped down the plate of spaghetti, two pieces of apple pie, and some pasta salad—a typical SEAL diet-buster.


  For SEALs, food was energy, and they never knew when they might be called out on a DA, direct action mission, or a QRF, quick reaction force. Every carb and protein load could support hours of combat.


  Outside the chow hall, Wyatt kept his distance from Tal as they walked together on the sidewalk. The sun was bright and hot overhead. The noise of jets landing and taking off rolled across Bagram’s flat desert. For once, he wished he could inhale good, clean air and not the JP4 jet fuel or the kerosene odor of helicopter fuel that always fouled the air. There were a lot of people walking near them, and when he and Tal finally turned in the direction of the recon building, he drew to a halt.


  Tal stopped and looked questioningly at him.


  “Come with me?” he invited, holding her dark green gaze. Wyatt could sense so many raw feelings around her right now. He wanted private time with her.


  “Where?” She looked at her watch. “I need to get back to my office, Wyatt. Major Dickenson and I need to sit down and go over these missions at 1300.”


  Nodding, he said, “Okay. How about this evening? I’ll come over to your B-hut at dark.” He saw her waver. Tal was focused on her missions, as she should have been. She was a commanding officer and was responsible for the lives of the men and women under her command. Wyatt knew the sniper unit was gearing up for another month of DAs.


  Yet, he could see yearning in her eyes—for him. Wyatt knew she needed to be held. Yes, he could be there for her in that way, if she’d let him. Now that he understood the emotions warring within Tal, he appreciated her hesitation.


  At his age, Wyatt knew the value of timing, and right now was not the time to tell her how he felt about her. She had more immediate concerns on her mind.


  “Why?” Tal asked.


  He gave her a casual smile, his hands draping over his hips. “I want to show you my home away from home. It’s a place where it’s quiet and we can talk without ears.” He saw her brows draw down. “And this isn’t about sex. I just want some quality time with you, Tal. That’s all.”


  Mostly the truth, but he’d have given his right nut to get this woman into his arms and his bed. Wyatt knew he could make a positive difference in Tal’s life. He could help heal that wounded heart of hers and then she could focus on them as a team. Yeah, he wanted forever with this woman. And if the timing weren’t right when she found out how he really felt toward her, she’d run away.


  “Well . . . okay . . .”


  “Good,” he murmured, giving her a warm look. “I’ll see you tonight.” He held up the briefcase. “And if your major wants to see this program, I’ll be more than happy to show it to him. He’s probably going to want to know what your mission printout with those percentages and numbers is all about.”


  “You’re right,” Tal said. Her voice lowered with feeling. “If he does, I’ll call you.”


  “Sure. I’ll be at my office working on missions in process right now. See you later, darlin’.”


  Tal stood there and watched him turn away and saunter down toward the main road. Biting her lower lip, she frowned and walked quickly toward the two-story cinder-block building where her office sat. She felt as if a nest of angry snakes were whipping around in her gut and unconsciously touched her stomach. Was she getting an ulcer from all the stress she was under?


  That comforting, invisible embrace that always surrounded her when Wyatt was near was gone, leaving her in a state of worry and anxiety. She went back to her own mission to take out Sidiq Sharan. Dickenson had no idea that she was in revenge mode, and there was no way Tal would ever admit it to anyone. Except Wyatt.


  Damn it! Why had she blurted out the truth to him?


  She walked faster, wishing she had an extra hour to put on her running gear and jog for five miles. That would help release all the tension she was holding in her body. Running always cleared her on every level. Why had she told Wyatt the truth? Why? She could see his concern when his software’s analysis gave the mission a 70 percent chance of failure.


  But above all, Tal did not want her spotter, Jay, to be in the line of fire. He was a good man, the father of two beautiful young daughters, and he had a wife who loved him ardently. He’d shared photos, video, and emails of his family with Tal. Spotters and snipers had a deep, important relationship with one another out in the field. A good spotter made the sniper’s job a whole lot easier.


  And Jay was considered the best of the best. They’d been together three years, and Tal couldn’t see them ever splitting up. The Corps knew when they had a good team and let them work together. They were damn good at what they did, and their rankings were at the top of the chart. Tal and Jay were sent out on the most important sniping missions because of those numbers.


  Her steps slowed as she entered the air-conditioned building. Jay actually knew she was in revenge mode, too, but until now, he’d been the only one. Being with another person on an op for days or weeks forged a very special bond, and Tal considered Jay her “other brother.”


  In return, he admired and respected her. In the field, they were seamless and deadly as a sniper team. And Jay had celebrated mightily with her the day Matt Culver had taken Raastagar Sharan down half a mile inside the Afghan border. Matt and his Delta Force team had been airlifted out an hour later by an MH-47 flown by Night Stalker pilots, and then landed at Bagram. A day later, Jay and Tal had been airlifted out after they’d killed their HVT. Matt got ahold of her and Jay at the base and bought a round of beer for all of them. She wanted to celebrate Raastagar’s death and proceeded to get drunk at the canteen. She’d had a horrible hangover the next morning and stayed in bed for nearly half a day, but the celebration of was worth every pitcher of beer they’d happily finished with the Delta Force operators.


  Wyatt . . . He was like sunlight, silent, moving warmly through her at odd moments.


  Pressing her hand to her heart, Tal deliberately took the concrete stairs slowly up to the second floor. She’d seen his worry about this mission. There was actually more that she saw and felt around him, too. There was that Anatolian leopard–like protectiveness pouring off him, surrounding her. And more . . . but Tal was afraid to name it. Or even admit it.


  She just wasn’t ready. Wyatt was a SEAL. He could get killed at any moment. It was so easy, and yet so hard, for her to open her heart up to this man. She’d had no control over the feelings flowing fast and hard through her toward him.


  At the landing, Tal stopped, leaned against the gray cinder-block wall, and closed her eyes. Her hand was pressed hard against her heart, and she felt the hot sting of tears. They were tears of fear—fear of allowing Wyatt into her heart and of the daily terror she would live with if she did so. Tal couldn’t count how many tears she’d cried after losing Brian. Agony tore at her. Gulping several times, Tal forced them back because she had to.


  His kiss . . . Wyatt’s kiss had ripped away every shield she’d ever put into place. But he knew . . . bless him . . . he knew that quiet gentleness was the key to unlocking her imprisoned, yearning heart.


  She knew that Wyatt had allowed her the time and space to get used to his nearness. Oh, she’d felt him wanting her, like that Anatolian leopard that had soundlessly stalked her without her knowing he was there. Until he wanted to let her know he was there, and then it was too late.


  Wyatt had the patience of Job, Tal decided, and she had to admire that quality in him. That first, tentative kiss, when he’d asked her if she wanted to kiss him in return, had broken through her last defenses. His mouth had been strong but controlled, and she’d leaned up urgently, wanting more, much more.


  The second time they’d met and kissed, the heat rushed through her body as he spanned her mouth with his own, testing her, silently asking her how much she wanted of him, always monitoring her reaction. And he’d moved his mouth slowly over hers, memorizing her, inhaling her scent as he worshipped her lips. At least, that’s what it felt like to Tal.


  It was as if Wyatt had understood that beneath her sniper exterior, she was like a fragile vase that would break apart if too much pressure or force was applied to it. And he was right. As a sniper? She was without peer, confident and strong. As a woman? Breakable in comparison.


  Wyatt had stalked her perfectly, she decided, opening her eyes now and staring at the gray cinder-block wall in front of her. That second time, she’d come to him, not the other way around. And by her own choice, she had given him permission to really kiss her. And he had. His mouth had curved gently but firmly around hers, nudging her lips, opening her a little more with each gliding movement, taking it slow. He’d given her exactly what she wanted.


  Tal had never felt so lost, so suspended in the pleasure of one man’s mouth, as she had with Wyatt. He was magical, so in tune with her and her needs, as if reading her mind, reading her like the magician he was.


  She was embarrassed to recall that she’d been so wet that her panties had become soaked through, the insides of her thighs damp, eager to be plundered. Whatever they shared between them was so powerful, so all-consuming, that it now felt scary. No man had ever made her feel so wanton, so wild and untamed.


  It was as if this man, whom she had resisted for three years, had the innate knowledge to handle every part of her personality.


  She had to admit, though, that he was always gentle. God, how she loved his gentleness! The way he’d cradled that baby out at the village had filled her with longing. For all his male strength, he had held that baby with such loving tenderness. Tal had never realized a man could be that caring or nurturing, except for her dad and her brother, Matt. They shared those same rare qualities.


  She had to admit it—she was starved for everything Wyatt could share with her. If he ever touched her again, and went farther than his glorious kisses, Tal knew she wouldn’t be able to stop herself.


  Grunting with frustration, she glanced at her watch. She had five minutes to get up to her office, grab the mission plans, and get over to the major’s office.


  As she quickly climbed the rest of the steps up to the second floor, fear rose in Tal, reminding her of the ultimate price for reaching out to love another military man. Could her heart stand losing Wyatt, too? She hesitated at the door before pulling it open. Did she have the strength? Right now, Tal honestly didn’t know.


  TAL WAS SO glad that her day was over. The missions were done and approved by the major. She’d gone to her B-hut to get into civilian attire. And right as night laid its velvet darkness across the base, Wyatt had shown up on the porch of her B-hut. She’d closed the door and locked it, walking with him down to where they couldn’t be heard by eavesdroppers.


  “Where are you taking me?” Tal asked as she peered through the darkness on the concrete path with Wyatt at her side.


  “Oh, a little-known SEAL hideout of sorts,” he teased her lightly. “You know us black ops types—when we need some time with a special lady, we’re going to find something on base that’s private.”


  She smiled a little, following him across the gravel and past the three-story building in the shadows. “I’ll bet all you all have your own little nooks and crannies for occasions like this one.”


  He chuckled quietly and slid his hand around her arm as they emerged on the north side of the shadowed, silent warehouse. “It’s right here.”


  Halting, Tal watched as Wyatt produced a key, opening it.


  “Go on in,” he said, gesturing her forward.


  Her heart took off in anticipation. Above all, Tal knew she didn’t dare kiss this man again or she’d lose her heart, her soul, everything to him. And her fear was rising up just as powerfully as her need for him. She halted just inside. There were no windows in this single-story cinder-block building. The door shut with finality.


  Wyatt turned on a small flashlight he had in his pocket. He moved it around, giving her a look inside the quiet building. “This is a supply depot of sorts for the chow hall. You can see all the extra tables and chairs stacked around,” he said, gesturing to them. “The SEAL teams know the chow hall schedule, and this place is always quiet from dusk to dawn. The only time guys come over here to get extra chairs and tables is during the daylight hours.”


  He cupped her elbow, leading her down the central aisle. “Now, over here,” he murmured, halting in front of a small room built within the structure, “is where we bring our ladies.”


  Tal grimaced. “Wyatt, I’m not interested in going there. I’m not one of your ladies, and if it’s such a popular spot, others will know about it. I’m not comfortable here. I want to leave, now.”


  “Darlin’, I told you earlier, we’re here to talk. This isn’t a romantic rendezvous. I think I could do a lot better than this. Okay?”


  The amusement in his drawl dismantled some of her resistance, and Tal turned, looking over at him, that big Texas grin planted on a mouth that had pleasured her so well.


  “Okay,” she managed in a strained tone. “For now . . .”


  “We need a place where we can talk so that no one can eavesdrop on us,” he said, opening the door. He flipped on a light and another switch for the overhead fan, and stepped aside. “Go on in.”


  Tal’s gaze quickly swept the large room as she entered it. The place was at least two hundred square feet. There was a dark blue carpet on the floor; her boots sank into it. To her left was a queen-size bed and nearby nightstand with a lamp and clock on it. To her right, she saw a small brown leather couch, two lamp stands on either end of it, an overstuffed chair with a coffee table situated between them. The walls were pale blue, making it almost feel like a home. There was a small refrigerator in another corner and a hot plate, a teakettle, and a coffee machine nearby.


  “No place like home,” she murmured, turning and watching him close the door.


  “Like it?” Wyatt gestured toward the couch. “Come in and make yourself comfortable. I’ve got beer in the fridge and it’s cold. Interested?”


  When wasn’t she interested in a cold beer to wash the desert sand out of her throat? Tal took off her cap and set it on the lampstand.


  “Okay,” she agreed, still tentative. Sitting down on one corner of the sofa, she watched Wyatt. The look in his eyes was that of a man wanting his woman. She crossed her legs as he handed her the cold aluminum can of beer. “Thanks,” she said.


  Wyatt took the overstuffed chair opposite her. He sat down and dropped his baseball cap on the wooden coffee table between them. “If you get warm, let me know, okay?” He pointed to the corner where the refrigerator sat. “We have a small air conditioner that cools this place off nicely.”


  Tal gratefully took several swallows of the cold beer, purring as the bubbling, icy liquid washed out the grit in her throat. Sitting up, both boots on the carpet, she looked around and asked, “How did this all come about? Does your CO know?”


  Slouching back in the chair, Wyatt said, “This has been here since Bagram was built. The first SEAL platoon to come in here snooped around and decided this was a good place to set up camp. They got the cinder blocks and built this room within the supply building. Furniture and other things were added. By the time I got here six years ago, it looked pretty much like it does now. We keep the fridge stocked with beer and other junk food.”


  He motioned to the cabinets above the fridge. “There’s all kinds of junk food up there, too. We have a scrounger in our platoon, and when we’re running low on cheese, crackers, salsa, or whatever, he goes and finds us some more. We don’t ask where or how he got ’em.” He gave her a coyote grin.


  Shaking her head, Tal muttered, “I’m well acquainted with scroungers. You SEALs are really in stealth mode. I’ve been here five years and never knew about this place.”


  “Oh,” Wyatt said casually, “usually we blindfold our guests so they don’t know where we’re taking them. When we’re done, we blindfold them again, take them out, and drive them back to their B-hut, none the wiser about where this place is located. That way, we keep it a secret among the secret keepers.”


  “You’re joking! You actually blindfold the women?”


  He shrugged and chuckled. “Yeah, kind of for fun, and they kind of like it. The women never tell. At least, they haven’t yet. They like this place as much as we do. And since we can’t break into the conjugal unit here on base, because we’re not married, our little home here suits all of us just fine. Most of the time? The guys come over here to watch a football game or get drunk where they aren’t going to be breaking a lot of rules. And, believe it or not, we’ve got a number of SEALs who have a serious relationship with a lady here on base, and they use this space for quality time, to talk. It isn’t always about sex.”


  “Incredible,” Tal said, drinking the beer.


  Turning the tables, he asked, “You’re telling me you Recon Marines don’t have your own little pad somewhere here on base?”


  She raised a brow. “If we do, I don’t know about it.”


  “Well, darlin’, you’re an officer. Your enlisted Marines probably have just such a place, but aren’t about to tell you or your major about it.”


  Her smile broadened. “Frankly, if I did know, I’d do nothing about it unless someone told me directly. Then I’d have to because I’m an officer. You can’t have men and women become monks, swearing off sex. It just doesn’t happen.”


  “Yeah, I’m sure your Marines know the lay of the land and keep you uninformed. With these alpha-wolf SEAL brothers of mine, if they aren’t focused on a mission, they’re focused on sports. High testosterone in these guys.”


  She gave him a dry look. “That’s the pot calling the kettle black, isn’t it?”


  “What? Because I enjoy sex?” Wyatt saw her face turn pink. “Darlin’, sex is never going out of style, whether we’re safe at home or here in a combat zone. Sex doesn’t recognize anything but the opposite gender. You know that.”


  Yes, she knew that in spades. Especially with Wyatt.


  “Pink is becoming on you, Tal.” He gestured toward her face. “You look more like an innocent twenty-year-old college coed right now instead of an ass-kicking Marine sniper.”


  “Well, we’ll just have to see about that, won’t we?” she returned. Although she had no idea what was going to happen next. And truth be told, she was up for whatever he had planned.


  


  
    CHAPTER 9
  


  TAL DIDN’T KNOW if she’d drunk the cold beer too fast or if she was just exhausted, or if it was a combination of the two. But she did feel the alcohol hit her harder than usual. Trying for an all-business attitude, she said, “Okay, so what did you want to talk about?”


  He roused himself, finished off his beer, and set it on the lampstand next to his chair. “How did the major react to the program’s assessment of the missions?” Wyatt asked her, not mincing words.


  “Well, I have to admit, he was amazed. I gave him some basic background on you and what you’d done without going into too many details. He’s going to study it more closely because, as you know, everyone has his or her own way of creating a mission plan.”


  “Yes, they do.” He searched her face. “Did he say anything about the sixth mission? Your mission?”


  “No. He saw that the program said there was a seventy percent chance of failure, a busted mission, but I pointed out that our perishable-intel guy wasn’t wrong all the time. He’s got a fifty percent accuracy rate.”


  Wyatt scowled. “That means the other fifty percent of the time his intel is unreliable. That’s luck. So you have to decide whether you’re feeling lucky that day if you take a chance on his intel.”


  Tal felt his tension, heard it in the vibration of his voice. The concern burning in his eyes for her was real. “We both realize that, Wyatt. Neither the major nor I are just out of the Naval Academy.”


  “I know that.” He took a deep breath, an underlying urgency in his low tone. “Can you wait just a bit longer, Tal? Maybe the spooks will get better ground intel from someone else. They’re always picking up chatter on cell phone calls across the Af-Pak border. They might trip on to something useful.”


  “Chatter from the spooks confirms Sidiq is coming across in a week, Wyatt. I’m going to be there waiting for the bastard. And I don’t care what kind of intel we do or don’t have. CIA chatter is good enough for me. It’s what Matt and his team nailed Raastagar on. They had chatter intel on him, and they got him.”


  “Well, can you at least tell me when you’re going out on the op and your return schedule?”


  “Sure,” she said. “But why?”


  “Because I want to monitor the situation, is all.”


  She stared at him. “That’s not usual protocol, and you know it.”


  “This is different, Tal.” Wyatt calmly held her belligerent stare.


  Resistance warred with her longing for him. Tal was seeing another side to him. “I was wondering how soon your basic Neanderthal male nature would show up.”


  She saw him grin, take a deep breath, and then relax, all the tension shed from his shoulders as he sat back in the chair. “Darlin’, every man has that side to him with the people he’s close to. And it’s not necessarily a bad thing, so don’t sit there glaring at me like I’m on your turf and taking it away from you. It’s the last thing I want to do.” His voice grew teasing. “What? Did you think I was going to grab you by the hair and drag you off to my cave to prevent you from going? My definition of territoriality doesn’t go that direction. It’s more about care and protection of people I care about.”


  She sat back, considering him. “I think you’re reacting this way because you’re worried.”


  He lost his smile. “I am, Tal. Damn worried. We know this piece of shit who hands us perishable intel. The SEALs refused to use him again as a source. Or his intel.”


  Her smile faded and she nodded. “But it’s the seasonal spring buildup, Wyatt. This is when all the most important HVTs come across the border. Sidiq is the biggest opium warlord in the world, and if I can take him out of the picture, then all of his opium connections are going to dry up, along with the money trail. Those farmers grow opium because it brings them more money than a crop of corn, fruit, or wheat.” Her lips thinned. “I’m taking him out. I promise that I’ll contact our spooks in the area and see if I can pick up any other intel. Does that make you feel less Neanderthal?”


  “A little,” he muttered. “He’s coming across with a cadre of the best al-Qaeda soldiers that money can buy, Tal. It’s not going to be an easy shot.”


  “Raastagar wasn’t easy either. But Matt and his team got him.”


  Nodding, he released a ragged sigh, studying her in the silence. Here, in this room, all the sounds of war were blotted out. It was truly quiet, and he needed that. “Okay, but can you regularly update me on your mission? Keep me in the loop?”


  “Because you care?”


  “Yes, because I care.”


  She shook her head, giving him a frustrated look. “Wyatt, this isn’t going to work.”


  “What? Us? Why not?”


  “You know my past now,” she began softly, emotion thickening her voice. “Half of me lives in fear, and the other half dreams of exploring what we have.”


  “Fear is something we always have to live with, Tal. But it should never stop us from living. At least, that’s the way I look at it.”


  “What is the next week looking like for you, Wyatt?”


  “Why?” he asked, teasing her. “You want to set an official date for us?”


  He saw amusement come to her eyes, but she shook her head. “Care goes both ways,” she admitted hesitantly. “I do care about you. You’re a good person.”


  “That’s nice to hear, darlin’. Next week is mission week. I’ll be up to my ass in planning. I have the LPO creating some of the missions, but the buck stops at my door because I’m the chief. I have to evaluate all of them, give feedback, and send it back down the line until I feel the mission is solid. Then I kick everything upstairs to my three officers. Lieutenant Franklin, the OIC, officer in charge, will give the final approval.”


  “And because you’re the chief, you’re the hub of that platoon wheel. Yes, you’ll be busy.”


  “Yes, but not that busy, darlin’. If you’d like to slip out some evening for beer and pizza, and you’re pining for some male company, you’d best call me first.”


  Her lips twitched. “Is there a banana split for dessert somewhere in that invite? If so, I’d say your chances are pretty good.”


  Wyatt chuckled; he liked her sense of humor. “Count on it, sugar.” He saw her eyes suddenly go soft from his huskily spoken endearment. Hell, yes, he could influence her even at a distance. Wyatt wanted to end this night on a positive note, with her relaxed and not worried that he was going to jump her bones.


  “Come on,” he urged, slowly unwinding to his full height. “Let me walk you back to your B-hut. You’re tired and we’ve both got a ball-busting busy week in front of us.”


  Tal wasn’t sure whether she wanted to stay or go. Wyatt, to his credit, had said this place was often used for people to relax, sit, and talk. Which is exactly what they’d done. He’d never made a move or suggested they head for the bed at the other end of the long room. Disappointment warred with relief. She hated that she was being so damned indecisive when, as a Marine Corps officer, she had no problem making a decision. Ever. She slowly rose. “Sounds good,” she whispered, feeling regret.


  “FINALLY, WE’RE ON our first official date,” Wyatt said, passing Tal a wedge of hot, steaming pizza at their favorite outdoor table. “Each night, I hoped we could do this, but I got slammed with DAs, direct action missions, out of the blue.”


  Tal took the proffered pizza, thanking him. “I’m glad you called up earlier to my office and found out I was working late. I was trying to put the finishing touches on my mission.” She absorbed Wyatt’s nearness. Although he was true to his word about not compromising her image, she noted that just the fact that he was sitting across the table from her elicited a response from some enlisted males who were watching them intently. She was in her camouflage outfit, her officer status hidden. And so was Wyatt’s status. As black ops, SEALs never had ranks or ratings showing on their uniforms. Taliban snipers delighted in killing the officers first and the chiefs or sergeants second.


  “Has your mission changed at all?” Wyatt asked, savoring the pizza.


  She wiped her mouth with a paper napkin. “No. I tried all week to gather some new intel from the spooks, but they said the cell phone chatter has died in the last three or four days.”


  Grimacing, Wyatt said, “That means they’re about ready to initiate a big push across the border.”


  “That’s what I told the major, and he agreed with me.”


  “And the major approved your mission?”


  Again, she heard the concern in Wyatt’s voice and saw it in his expression. “Yes. I leave tomorrow night with Jay. The Night Stalkers will drop us below a ridge, and we’ll pack it into our hide.”


  “I see. Any chance you’ll give me a copy of your mission?” He held up his hand and added, “Because I care, okay? I’m not going to Monday-morning-quarterback you.”


  “Sure,” she said, reaching for a second slice of pizza. “No problem.”


  “Will it have your radio frequencies? Daily change of call sign and passwords?”


  “Everything,” she promised, seeing some relief enter his eyes as he ate hungrily.


  “Good.”


  She wished she could make him know it was going to be all right. She and Jay had sat out on so many ridges for weeks at a time, waiting for an HVT, that it was routine. But Wyatt wasn’t taking it as routine at all. She supposed she should have felt annoyed by his request, but oddly, she felt okay with it. His guard-dog energy was embracing her once more, and she willingly absorbed it. Wyatt made her feel safe in their world of combat, where there was never a safe place to be.


  “Have you heard from your dad or uncle about the new security building?” he asked, changing the subject. Wyatt had urged her to talk to her dad about the mission planning software and hoped she had broached it with him.


  Glad to do so, she nodded. “Yes. Dad can hardly wait until I give up my commission and arrive home to help.”


  “How soon will that be?”


  “I don’t know,” Tal hedged. “I want to get my HVT first, then I’ll look at everything else.”


  “Are you getting close to starting hiring?”


  “Yes. And thanks for giving me permission to speak to my dad about your mission planning software. We have a satellite phone for Artemis and I use it when we need to talk about company business. I told him about your software program, Wyatt, and he wants to know a lot more about it.”


  “I figured as interested as you were in it, you’d probably broach the topic with him sooner or later.”


  “Good, because I didn’t want you to think I might be operating behind your back.”


  “You aren’t that kind of person, Tal.”


  Wyatt gave her a heated look reserved only for her.


  “No, I would never do an end run on anyone,” Tal told him.


  “You have strong morals and values,” Wyatt told her in a low, gritty voice. “I appreciate that.”


  She felt heat in her cheeks as he gave her the lazy smile that made her heart bloom. “So do you.”


  “We deserve one another. You do know that, don’t you?” He shot a serious look at her to underscore his words.


  Tal said cautiously, “I think there’s some hope for us . . . ,” and saw his gray eyes grow stormy. She knew that look.


  “I wonder,” Wyatt drawled silkily, leaning forward a bit so their conversation couldn’t be heard by others, “if you ever replay that kiss we shared.” He leaned back, grinning broadly, his eyes dancing with mirth.


  “Damn you, Lockwood . . .”


  “Hey, I replay it all the time. Doesn’t matter where I am. I remember it.” His voice grew guttural as he leaned closer. “I remember you,” he said under his breath. “Hey, can I help it if your kiss was world-class?”


  All her anger evaporated under that mischievous look he gave her. A grudging smile pulled at one corner of her mouth as she studied him. “You’re hopeless.”


  “Yeah, I’m hopeless over you,” Wyatt replied. “And you’re leaving tomorrow night. That means I’ll be lonely as hell here without you around. Who am I going to have pizza and beer with? Or share a banana split with?” He saw their waitress approaching. “And speaking of dessert . . .”


  Tal tried to hide her laughter, but it didn’t quite work. The waitress came and placed the split right in front of her with two spoons. Wyatt thanked her.


  “You’re incorrigible, Lockwood. You really are.”


  “Nah, just enamored with the most exotic, hottest woman here at Bagram, is all.” He gleefully spooned into the vanilla topped with thick hot fudge from across the table. “C’mon, pardner, eat up.”


  She chose the strawberry ice cream, including some whipped cream and sliced fruit. Keeping her voice low, she asked, “Do you always do this to the woman in your life?”


  His brows raised. “What? Buy her a banana split?”


  She growled a warning, and she watched his eyes crinkle with delight. “You are so elusive. You missed your calling, Wyatt. You should have been a damned undercover agent.”


  “Nooooo, not going there, sugar. I like being a geek in disguise,” he said, and popped a quarter of a banana into his mouth.


  She ate in silence, enjoying Wyatt’s nearness. Tal wanted to pretend that they were the only two people out on this back patio, but the truth was, there were thirty other tables—all filled with military personnel.


  “You think I’m like this with every woman I meet?” he asked her innocently, finishing off the vanilla ice cream and hot fudge.


  “Yes, absolutely. You know you do have a helluva reputation here on base.”


  “I thought we blew through that one already,” he said dismissively. “I think you’re learning that the gossipers don’t really know me.” He hesitated, then said, “You do know that by now, don’t you, darlin’?”


  Feeling on the spot, Tal muttered, “Maybe.”


  “Ouch.” Wyatt pretended to be hurt. “Here I’ve wined and dined you with the best pizza and beer on the base.” He gestured to the half-eaten banana split. “And I’ve bought you the finest five-star dessert to be found at Bagram.”


  Her mouth got ahead of her mind. “Yes, and I can hardly wait to see what you do for an encore, Lockwood.” The moment she said it, Tal slapped her hand over her mouth. She saw a predatory look enter his eyes and no one could mistake the meaning of his smoldering gaze.


  “Oh,” he crooned in that Texas drawl of his, “I’ve got a five-star hotel room just waiting for us after we finish here. I think you’re going to like it, sugar.”


  Tal sat there staring at Wyatt as he flashed his beatific little-boy look at her. She forgot for a moment he was a SEAL, until their saying “Winners win and losers lose” came sharply to mind.


  She’d lost this round, letting her mouth get ahead of her mind. Wyatt’s sensuality, his maleness, had shorted out her thinking processes. “My bad,” she admitted. “I really stepped into it this time.”


  “I wish you could see how beautiful you look when you drop that game face of yours,” he confided, becoming more serious now. Wyatt pushed the split toward her. “Come on, finish the dessert. I’m stuffed.”


  His cajoling made her reach with her spoon, and she gave him an exasperated look. “You need to stop this, Wyatt. Right now,” she gritted out between bites.


  “What? Complimenting you? I think you’ve been too long without compliments, to tell you the truth. I’m just remedying that situation.”


  The man was insufferable, although she had to admit that Wyatt was very useful as a source of the best banana splits she’d ever eaten.


  “Besides,” he said, shrugging easily, a gleam coming to his eyes, “who’s going to tell you what a hot babe you are out there in your hide? I figure I should give you all the compliments you’ll need before you leave. You can stock up on them until you return. Then you’ll get more as a reward for coming back safe.”


  “You’re certifiable,” she muttered, scowling. She pushed the split his way. “Take half, okay?”


  Wyatt shook his head. “Eat the rest of it, sugar. Where you’re going, there’s nothing but ass-freezing cold days, sand in the air, and cardboard-tasting MREs. And no banana splits . . .”


  She grinned and had to agree. “Got that right.” Maybe she should have felt embarrassed as he sat there, arms crossed over his chest, his gaze never leaving her as she ate. But she didn’t. There was that warm, comforting sensation wrapping itself around her again, making her feel loved and protected. Tal no longer tried to fool herself. The look she saw in Wyatt’s eyes went beyond simple affection. It was about not just wanting sex but a deeper, more serious feeling. “Love” was the only word that described it.


  Tal focused on finishing off her delicious dessert.


  “Now, feel better?” Wyatt said soothingly, giving her a warm look of praise as she finished off the banana split.


  “Much,” Tal admitted. “I’m stuffed like a proverbial goose.”


  “Oh, you’re too good-lookin’, darlin’, to call yourself a goose. I think a beautiful swan is a more apt description for you.”


  “Do you want to know how I’d describe you?” Tal demanded in a low voice. She saw him brighten and sit up.


  “Yes, I’d really like to know.”


  “You’re a damned Anatolian leopard in disguise.”


  “If that’s a cousin to the snow leopards here in Afghanistan, I’ll take that as a major compliment,” he said, beaming.


  Tal groused under her breath, shaking her head. This guy had level-four Kevlar armor, and nothing was going to make dent in his incorrigible humor.


  


  
    CHAPTER 10
  


  WYATT PREENED AT the image. “I like being called a leopard. A lot. I’ve never seen one, though.”


  “They’re like you, Lockwood. They’re seen only when they want to be seen.”


  He liked the faint smile playing on her full lips. “I’ll google it and find a photo.”


  “They’re very rare. No one thought there were any more in Turkey until my uncle took us to a national park southeast of Kuşadası. I was hiking a trail by myself near a huge granite mountain when I spotted him.”


  “How old were you?”


  “Seventeen.”


  “I imagine he was pretty well hidden?”


  “Yes. I spotted his yellow eyes through some trees. It was pure luck. I didn’t know what I was seeing at first, so I swung off the trail and climbed up higher, where I could get a good look at him.”


  “That was dangerous,” he pointed out, frowning.


  “I didn’t know any better. When I got to my vantage point, I saw he was lying on an outcrop of rock, sunning himself. He was so beautiful,” she sighed. Tal pulled out her cell phone, turned it on, went to the photos, and found the pictures. “Here he is. Take a look.”


  Impressed, Wyatt gave a low whistle as he looked at the six photos she’d shot. “What was he doing while you were playing photog?”


  “Just moving the tip of his tail. I thought he was probably pissed off at being jolted out of his noontime nap on that sunny ledge.”


  “Did he run away from you?”


  “No, he stayed. I didn’t realize how big he was until I took those shots. I didn’t want to overstay my welcome, so I walked down the slope and got back on the trail.”


  “You could have been his appetizer, Tal.” Wyatt shook his head, handing back the iPhone. “You were a risk taker even then. And you had a sniper’s eye, to boot.”


  She turned off the phone and stuck it in her pocket. “Look who’s calling me a risk taker! Anyway, when we got back to my uncle’s villa in Kuşadası, he called the supervisor at the park. There was a lot of excitement after I emailed the photos to him. They came by the next day to interview me. Their wildlife biologist was so excited I thought he was going to pass out.” Tal smiled a little.


  Wyatt liked her like this. When she told a story, her eyes took on a faraway look, there was a new softness in her voice, and her face relaxed. He was beginning to understand the stress of combat and how it affected her. Tal was an officer and was very good at hiding how she felt, because she had to focus on managing the people reporting to her.


  As far as he was concerned, he was her equal. In fact, he felt responsible for her. If he only knew how to go about protecting her in a way that she wouldn’t resist . . .


  “Maybe that cat was there for you,” he suggested, surprising her.


  She tilted her head. “What do you mean?”


  “It’s story time,” he said, stretching his legs out beneath the table. “When I was fifteen, I was hunting in the hills west of our ranch. It was deer season and my father and I always hunted. He’d gone down with the flu, so I drove out to the hills with my .30-06 at dawn. I found deer tracks and began following them. Then I lost track of time like I always do when I’m off hunting. I’d gone up a box canyon that was heavily treed, had a stream of water through it, thinking the deer were probably there at that time of morning, lying down to sleep during the day. I was hoping to snag a nice buck.”


  “But?”


  He opened his hands. “I passed through a cloud of really strong urine scent. It was so damn strong, it made my eyes water. At first, I didn’t know what it was, but then I figured it was panther piss and the cat was marking his territory.”


  “You mean a cougar?”


  “Well, in Texas we call them panthers. Anyway, I didn’t think much of it because the cat has a large territory, so I wasn’t worried about running into him any time soon.” Wyatt chuckled and knocked on his head. “Such was my fifteen-year-old frame of mind. My dad, Hank, had told me that there was a panther lair in that area. When we’d go out hunting, we’d smell their piss. We’d always see spoor by the stream, in the mud along the bank, so we knew this cat and his family made their home in that box canyon.”


  “You saw him?” Tal asked, fascinated.


  “Yeah, as I got about a hundred yards from the dead end that ended in a three-hundred-foot sandstone wall. He was up on some rocks, sunning himself just like that leopard of yours was doing. The cat knew I was there because I was downwind and he had his nose up in the air, testing it. I came out from between two six-foot-tall pieces of brush.” He smiled as he replayed the scene in his mind. “I don’t know who was more startled, him or me. He was a beautiful animal, a sleek, rich gold color. I’d never seen a panther that close, only through a set of binoculars a couple of other times when my father spotted one when I was just a kid.”


  “Did you get photos?”


  “Hell, no! I about pissed my pants!”


  Tal started to laugh, her eyes sparkling with amusement.


  “He hissed and spat at me. And then he got up and stretched like a lazy dog.”


  “Were you going to shoot him?”


  “No. We need panthers. They’re rare in Texas, but I wouldn’t shoot him anyway. They help keep populations of rabbits and other critters reduced, and things stay orderly that way. I’ll admit, I did raise my rifle, but I didn’t want to fire at him. I yelled at him and he took off, loping up and over the draw. I eventually bagged a nice buck and carried him out to the pickup truck. I hung him by his antlers with a rope over an oak tree and gutted him. I figured the cat would come back and enjoy that meal later.”


  “I’m glad you didn’t shoot him.”


  He sobered. “I only hunted to kill what our family could eat, Tal. I’m not into sport hunting.” He saw a gleam of relief in her green eyes.


  “What did your father say about your meeting with the cat?” she asked.


  “He said it was no accident, and this is why I believe the same thing happened to you. My father said sometimes an animal suddenly shows up to tell us our life is going to change. And how it’s going to be different is based upon the meeting with the animal.” Wyatt gazed up at the stars now winking in the blackness of the sky. “Soon after that meeting, I knew I wanted to be a SEAL. I had contacted our local recruiter in Amarillo about it, and he’d given me the physical testing requirements to try out for BUD/s, their six-month boot camp. I was a skinny thing at fifteen, let me tell you.”


  “Well, you filled out pretty nicely,” she murmured.


  “Thanks. I started lifting weights shortly after that, drinking protein drinks, bulking up. I always thought of that panther as pointing me in the direction of becoming a SEAL. I passed all the qualifying tests at eighteen and got sent directly to BUD/s, where I hung in there to make it through the course.”


  Tal studied him. “That’s odd. I was seventeen, and I’d already told my family that I was accepted to go to Annapolis when I turned eighteen. The letter arrived about three days after I saw that leopard in the mountains. Hmmm . . . you might be onto something here, Wyatt.”


  “Yeah,” he said drily, “we’re both cat people. So much for your swan, darlin’. Another lifetime, maybe?” He watched her lips pull into a soft smile, and he knew she liked being thought of as a leopard. Well, why not? Wyatt ached to tell Tal how he really saw her, but if he did, she’d panic and run away from him. Things were still tenuous between them. Stronger, but not set by any means. Every time he was with her, she was more settled and relaxed around him. He’d grown on her, like stubborn moss grows on a rock.


  Wyatt liked tweaking her sense of humor, and every time she laughed, he felt closer to her than before.


  “Darn, I need to get going, Wyatt,” she said regretfully, glancing down at her watch.


  “Me, too,” he agreed. He put money down on the table for their meal and escorted her to the front of the pizzeria. Loud music was blaring inside the crowded restaurant, and people were standing in line to get a table as he guided her toward a group of Humvees down the street. Five minutes later, Wyatt’s friend Burt pulled up to take them to Tal’s B-hut across the base.


  Later, Wyatt emerged from the vehicle, holding out his hand to Tal. She took it, squeezed it, and climbed out. He was very much aware that things were changing between them, speeding up somehow. He wanted desperately for this night to go on longer, so instead of releasing her hand, he tugged her a little closer to him. Lifting his other hand, he thanked his friend for bringing them across the base and said he’d hitch a bus ride back over to SEAL HQ after he said good night to Tal.


  Wyatt brushed her hand, felt the calluses on Tal’s trigger finger and thumb, indications that she was a sniper. He kept his eyes on her face, her thoughtful expression always a challenge. He didn’t want to do something that would piss her off. He wondered if she’d pull out of his grip now, but she didn’t. Instead, she came and stood so close to his left shoulder that he could feel the heat of her body and her heady female scent. She looked up, her eyes like obsidian in the darkness, sensing him just as he was sensing her.


  He squeezed her fingers. “I might not get to see you for some time after tonight,” he told her huskily, scanning her face, committing what he saw to memory. “Trust me?”


  “To do what?” Tal asked, confused.


  “I want to take you to the side of our warehouse. Not inside it,” he added hastily. “Just to share a special goodbye with you.”


  The truth was, he was discovering fascinating things about Tal. She was like a treasure chest, and each time he approached her, she would show him new jewels to delight him.


  “How about it?” He held his breath. Whatever Tal decided was what they would do. He saw her turn away, her profile clean against the night. Wyatt could feel her weighing things, probably including her heart, too, because he knew she liked him a hell of a lot. She just wasn’t going to admit it any time soon, but he could live with that.


  Her lips opened and then closed, and she looked off in the distance for a moment. She was a true sniper, he thought again. Every move she made was slow and carefully thought out, from beginning to end.


  He was heartened by the fact that Tal’s hand was still in his, but Wyatt felt her tremble a little. Why? Was she afraid of losing control? Did she not trust him, or herself?


  He desperately wanted to have an honest conversation with her, but he knew it would be bad timing on his part. He had to wait Tal out, let her control their situation, set their pace.


  Finally, she turned to him, lifting her chin and gazing up into his hopeful gray eyes. “What do you want to do, Wyatt?”


  “Well, I’d like to kiss you goodbye, if you’ll let me.” A gleam danced in her eyes, and he swore she was smiling. “What? Can’t I be honest about this with you?”


  She heard his frustration and curved her fingers more firmly into his hand, as if to soothe him. She genuinely wanted to know how far he wanted to go with her now and what he expected from her.


  Damn, he thought. This woman is a helluva tactical player. But that was one of the many strengths of a sniper. His heart took off as he felt the warmth of her fingers tangling more firmly with his. It was a go! He knew it!


  “Let’s see where it leads.”


  “Anything you want, Tal. You’re in full control here. You just have to say the word, that’s all, and I’ll respect your needs . . .” He saw her eyes grow tender.


  Wyatt felt as if he were walking on air, his boots not even crunching gravel. He led her over to the smooth cinder blocks on the darkest side of the building and she leaned casually up against it, her hand still in his. Her braid lay over her right shoulder, and he could see soft tendrils of her hair poking out here and there.


  Inhaling her fresh scent, he felt her life force flow through him like a hot river. Her need for him crossed over and landed squarely in his groin, making him groan inwardly. He tried to ignore the building ache for completion.


  He put his hands against the wall on either side of her, bracketing her head with his arms, leaning forward as he gazed deeply into her eyes. Maybe they were both even more like cats than they thought.


  “Look,” he began heavily, his voice low and intimate, “you really need to be very careful on this upcoming op. I worry, Tal. It could go sideways, you know that.”


  Her eyes shifted away for a moment, then met his once more. “You’re a worrywart, Wyatt. I’d never have guessed that.”


  Hearing her amusement, he frowned. “Don’t mistake my worry, darlin’. I care one helluva lot about you.”


  She barely nodded. “Yes, I know you do, and I’m not making fun of what you said, Wyatt. I agree with your assessment.”


  “Good, because it’s a bitch of an op no matter who’s undertaking it,” he said gruffly. “We’re still learning about one another, darlin’, and I’m dying to kiss you again. I can’t think two thoughts in a row without replaying our last kiss—” He stopped talking as she pulled his head down to hers. Their mouths found each other as she leaned up, meeting him halfway.


  This time was different, and they both knew it. Wyatt wasn’t tentative any longer. Instead, he swept his mouth powerfully against hers, hearing her moan, feeling her hands sliding up his chest, his skin on fire as her fingers moved against his strong arms, feeling him, appreciating him.


  Her mouth was soft, giving, receiving, but also bold and hungry. Their breaths quickly grew ragged as he plundered her lips, opening her, ravenous to delve into her warmth, her depths. Hearing her low moans drove him right over that invisible ledge, and he crushed his pelvis against hers, letting her know how much she turned him on. When she moved her hands down his chest, wrapping them around his hips, sliding sensually against him, Wyatt growled like the jungle cat she brought out in him. This woman was taking no prisoners!


  He felt her moist breath against his cheek, felt her urgency as her lips opened, her tongue boldly engaging his. There was nothing subtle or coy about Tal Culver right now. She knew what she wanted and was taking it.


  His tongue slid commandingly against hers. Jesus, if he kept this up, he was going to come right here! Right now. He could barely think as her hands, now strong and guiding, urged him against her belly and her curved thighs, teasing him.


  How badly Wyatt wanted to dip down into her to see if she was wet or not. But he knew she was. He dragged in her aphrodisiac scent, and he nearly came on the spot.


  Wyatt held her captive against the wall, feeling her breasts press into his chest, her fingers digging frantically into his hips as she rocked herself against him, moaning softly, a hungry, impatient moan of wanting more.


  Damn, he wanted more, too. Without thinking, his hands moved down, sliding over her shoulders, cupping her breasts. A cry tore from her and he absorbed the sound between their clinging, hungry mouths devouring one another. The damned canvas material of her blouse was thick and heavy. Wyatt wanted to tear it off and slide his hands around those beautiful breasts of hers. He wanted to see them in the half-light, lick those budding nipples and watch them harden under his teasing.


  And then, he heard the noise.


  Instantly, Wyatt tore his mouth from hers. They were both trembling, their breaths raspy and shallow. He cocked his head, catching the noise again. Sonofabitch! It was the MPs! Close, too!


  “MPs. Follow me,” he rasped quietly near her ear. Easing away, he gripped Tal’s arm because she was shaky as hell, her walk unsteady. The MPs were on the south side, coming their way. He quickly led Tal in the opposite direction. She stumbled and he placed his arm around her shoulder, dragging her against him, steadying her. God, they were both about ready to have an orgasm after the white-hot fire they’d shared.


  Wyatt moved away from the B-hut area, heading for another building two hundred feet away. He spotted the MP vehicle parked near the B-hut. Had someone seen them and reported them? It was possible. Sonofabitch!


  Could one of Tal’s officer friends have called and turned her in?


  He eased his arm away from her shoulder, leading her by the hand around to the other side of the second building. He placed her gently in a corner where the darkness was total. Even if the snooping MPs came around this second building, they wouldn’t spot them. Wyatt was sure they were using NVGs, night-vision goggles. Here, in this narrow area, they were safe and unseen.


  Without thinking, in a protective gesture, he gathered Tal tight against him so his back faced outward and she was sandwiched between him and the wall. Wyatt knew he’d hear those turkeys coming a mile away, and he could still outsmart them if he needed to for Tal’s sake.


  “Why are they here?” she breathed raggedly near his ear.


  “Someone from your B-hut must have seen us, Tal.” His voice lowered to a snarl. “One of those women in there isn’t your friend, sugar. She called the MPs on us.”


  He caught the pained look in Tal’s narrowing eyes, saw the anger there and the shock. He leaned down, kissing her cheek. “It’s going to be okay. We’re safe. I heard them coming. I don’t think they’ll walk this far over. We just need to sit tight and wait them out like good snipers.”


  Barely nodding, Tal relaxed within his hard, pressing grip. She shuddered, but it wasn’t from fear. It was from the raw arousal coursing savagely through her. Her breasts had grown so firm when he’d cupped them. Her nipples were pleading to be touched, suckled. She was shaking, needing an orgasm so badly she could barely stand. Her knees were wonky, and she was wildly aware of the male heat and strength of Wyatt as he protected her with his large, solid body.


  Tal was still breathing hard and so was he. She’d seen and felt his arousal, that glinting, predatory look in his eyes. They were both starving for one another. She felt so much fluid in between her legs that she wondered if she’d orgasmed anyway. No, but she was so close. Tal ached so much she wanted to cry out and ask Wyatt to give her relief. She knew he would. The man knew how to love a woman, no question.


  She drank in Wyatt’s nearness, that heavy sense of protection he always accorded her. He rested his chin lightly upon her shoulder and leaned his head against hers. Luxuriating in every movement of his chest, feeling his arm strong and steadying around her waist, holding her firmly against him, she felt his warrior side, but she also felt something else. At first, Tal couldn’t define it. There was a primal quality that had risen in Wyatt. She’d seen it in his eyes, heard it in his low tone, felt it like armor coming out and surrounding both of them. The sensation was so real to Tal, but her tumbling, melted mind couldn’t explain any of what she felt and sensed right now.


  She knew she should be worried about their being found out and all that could entail. But right now, all she cared about was that Wyatt wanted her and she wanted him. His kiss had torn away any shreds of doubt or fear left in her. Her heart wanted it all, everything this man could give her, body, mind, soul. He was like a dark magician when he came near her, and his kiss had blown through her defenses once again, triggering an emotional and physical response she had never felt before.


  Tal gloried in his male scent, the roughness of his beard against her cheek, the rise and fall of his chest against hers. He smelled so good to her, an aphrodisiac, the fragrance only making more fluid run down the insides of her thighs. She felt embarrassed by this, because it had never happened before. Ever. Was it because she’d gone years without a man? Was she simply walking around with orgasms waiting to explode within her? Or was it Wyatt, who more and more reminded her of that Anatolian leopard she’d seen: sleek, powerful, silent, and dominating?


  There was no doubt in her mind that she was his and he was hers, and that the two of them were in a primal mating dance.


  “Do you hear them?” she whispered, her lips against his ear.


  He listened for a moment. “No,” he said quietly. “But let’s wait them out just a little bit longer . . .”


  She smiled, nuzzling her nose into his hair. Tal felt him freeze as she placed one lingering kiss on his cheek and then one little lower, on his smooth, strong neck.


  “God, Tal,” he rasped tightly. “Don’t . . . I’m barely hanging on . . .”


  She laughed softly, brow against his cheek. “Me, too.” And then, taking a deep breath, she jumped in with both feet. “Wyatt?”


  “What?”


  “When the MPs have left?”


  “Yeah?”


  “I want you to take me to that room.” Tal felt him freeze, as if he didn’t believe that he’d heard correctly. “You know, the one with the bed?”


  Wyatt expelled a long, ragged breath and slowly lifted his head, looking at her disbelievingly. “Tal? You’re serious?”


  She felt his heavy, hard erection pressing deeply against her belly. Of course she was serious! She wanted him, all of him, inside her. They needed this. She needed him.


  She whispered, “As serious as I’ve ever been.”


  She felt Wyatt become very still as he studied her. Then his arm tightened briefly around her waist. “Be sure about this, Tal. Please . . . for both our sakes.”


  At that moment, she felt her past fall away. She was free, and this man had released her from her self-imposed prison. Tal tenderly touched his face and then moved her fingers around the nape of his neck beneath his dark, slightly curled hair.


  “I’m very sure, Wyatt. There’s no retreating now. Not for either of us . . .”


  


  
    CHAPTER 11
  


  TAL TURNED, STANDING near the bed, as Wyatt closed and locked the door. The MPs hadn’t come to the second building, and as soon as Wyatt saw them heading back toward the B-huts, he’d led her to the supply building.


  Her heart was doing a slow pound as she sat down on the edge of the bed and took off one of her boots. He’d put on the overhead fan, dispelling the stuffiness of the room, and tossed the key on the nightstand. Her fingers shook as she pulled off the second boot.


  Wyatt came and crouched, his hands on her knees, looking deep into her eyes. “What changed your mind, Tal?”


  She met his shadowed, serious-looking gaze. “I could be killed out on that op, and I’d never know what it would be like to love you . . .”


  Wyatt reached out and ran his hand down the length of the black braid falling over her shoulder. He released a ragged breath and nodded, understanding in his expression. “Okay, but this is your call, Tal. All the way.”


  “I know, and I’m not changing my mind, Wyatt. This is right—for both of us.” Tal trembled as his hand moved slowly down her shoulder. Even through the heavy canvas material, her skin tightened with his stroking touch. “I want you . . . I’m so shaky inside, needing . . . God, just needing you . . .”


  “You have me,” Wyatt promised thickly. “All of me. Now, let’s get the unpleasant stuff out of the way. I’m clean, I have no diseases. What about you?”


  She laughed, sliding her fingers through his hair, feeling the strength of it, watching his eyes shutter half-closed, arousal burning in them. “Me? I haven’t had sex in years, Wyatt. I’m clean . . .”


  “Good to know. I have condoms. Are you okay with that?”


  Tal wrinkled her nose. “I hate condoms. We’re both clean. I’m just four days past my last period, so this is a safe time for me to have sex.”


  She saw him frown. “You’re sure about that?”


  “Very sure. You okay with it?”


  “Hell, yes. I just don’t want to get you accidentally pregnant, is all.”


  “I won’t get pregnant. I rarely have a period, if you want the truth. It’s my job, the physical demands and stresses on my body. I get one every three or four months.” She saw an emotion in his gray eyes that she couldn’t translate, but she felt his care and concern wrap around her. His hand came to rest on her thigh, and he gave her a wicked look.


  “One other thing?”


  “Yes?”


  “When the first SEAL platoon built this place, they made sure it was soundproofed.”


  She laughed a little. “I see. Then I can scream my head off when I’m coming. Is that it?”


  His smile grew feral again. “Exactly. You don’t need to hold back for fear of being heard outside this place,” Wyatt said. “Oh, and don’t you dare undo that braid of yours. It’s mine to play with.”


  She grinned and stood up after removing her socks. “You got it.”


  Wyatt wasn’t shy about undressing in front of her. He let his clothes drop at his feet after removing his boots and pushing them aside.


  Tal’s own fingers were trembling as she shed her uniform and draped her clothes over a nearby chair. She saw Wyatt’s erection pressing against his olive-green boxer shorts and she swallowed convulsively, now down to her bra and panties.


  Wyatt quickly shed his boxers and stood naked in front of her. Every nerve ending in her body burned for him in every possible way. The man was hard, lean, well endowed, and tightly muscled. As Tal removed the bra and slipped out of her soaked panties, she thought Wyatt looked like a Greek sculpture. But then, he was a SEAL, and these men were some of fittest warriors on the planet.


  He moved, all that masculine power radiating around him, taut, controlled, and dangerous. And all for her.


  Wyatt smiled a little as he approached her. “You are beautiful,” he rasped, echoing her appraisal of him. He moved his hands lightly down her shoulders to her arms and then squeezed her hands. “More than I ever dreamed of, and I dream pretty good.”


  “I think,” she whispered unsteadily, “we’re a mutual admiration society. I think you’re beautiful.”


  He stood a foot away from her and released her hands, assessing her tall, straight, proud body. “It hurts me to see these old bruises on you,” he said, leaning over and caressing her thigh where her flesh was dark and purple.


  Tal groaned, placing her hand on his shoulders to steady herself. Fire burned wherever he touched her. She felt even more dampness between her thighs. “Wyatt . . . ,” she breathed thickly. “Please . . .”


  “I know, sugar,” he murmured, guiding her to the bed, urging her down while he began to undo her braid, releasing those black, shining strands quickly and efficiently. “I’m in just as bad a shape as you are,” he admitted. “I just want this to last . . . and I’ve been waiting for this ever since I first saw you.”


  She felt as if her nipples were calling out to him, Touch me! How long was he going to make her wait? “Hurry . . . I-I’m so ready, Wyatt.”


  “Yeah, I know you are, darlin’.” He released the last of her hair, and his eyes held a gleam of satisfaction. “Damn shame you can’t wear your hair down. You’re gorgeous with it around your face,” he said, and combed his fingers through the strands, arranging it so it lay like a soft, dark cloud below her shoulders.


  Tal absorbed his nearness, his scent, and those fingers sliding through her hair. Her scalp tingled wildly, making her inhale and hold her breath as she soaked up the pleasure he was giving her with his mere touch.


  “We’re taking this slow, Tal,” he said thickly, cupping her chin so their eyes met. “Three years practically makes you a virgin again. As much as I want to be a bull elk during rutting season, I’m not going to do that to you.” He assessed her, waited for her reaction.


  Licking her lower lip, she gave a jerky nod. “Wyatt, I’m so wet—”


  “I know, sugar, but I’m not going to hurt you. It’s going to take time, and you know it. So do I. You smell and taste so good,” he grated, gently turning her around, her back to him. He eased her thick black hair away from her neck and rasped his teeth across her exposed nape just enough to walk that line between pain and pleasure within her. He then licked her, adding a kiss to that sensitive erogenous zone. Maybe he was more cat than he realized. A male jaguar would grip his mate’s neck, mount her, and control her with his jaws around the back of her neck. Now he was nipping at Tal’s sensitive skin, hearing her moan and feeling her quiver over his primal instinct to give her pleasure. And she was his mate.


  Tal’s whole body burned from his slow, sensual assault against that erotic zone, his calloused hand moving slowly down her back, following her spine, his fingers following the curve of her cheek. A low moan drew out of her as she felt him graze her swollen, wet flesh.


  “I ache so much,” she whispered.


  “I know you do,” he said gruffly, maneuvering her onto the bed, onto her back, and then came alongside her, stretching his powerful body beside hers. He propped himself up on one elbow, studying her in the low light. “Don’t worry, I’m going to ease some of that ache inside you in just a minute . . . ,” he promised as he leaned down, taking her mouth slowly, cherishing her, his other hand curving around her breast.


  Tal gasped with anticipation, arching into his callused palm as his thumb moved lazily across her hardened nipple. She cried out, the sound absorbed by both their mouths. His lips left hers and began a trail of light kisses and nibbles. Then he soothed the area with his tongue.


  Tal twisted and moaned as he began a sensual assault upon her. Her breath came fast and shallow, her fingers digging into his taut shoulder as he ravished each of her sensitive nipples, the bolts of heat jaggedly flashing through her.


  Tal couldn’t even speak; little whimpers caught in her throat as his hand left her breast, trailing down, down, down until his palm lay over her mound of dark curls. Her entire lower body throbbed, wanting so desperately to be touched by him. The gnawing pressure inside her could only be eased by Wyatt entering her. The moment his lips captured that hard nipple once more, taking it into the heat of his mouth, she cried out, pushing her hips into his palm. Her entire world melted as he eased her thighs open and gave a low sound of satisfaction, his fingers instantly coated with thick, hot fluids from her body, telling him just how much she wanted him.


  Tal opened wider for him, sobbing against his chest, gripping his shoulder, desperate to ease the painful ache rising swiftly within her. And, as if knowing what she needed, she felt his fingers slide through her folds, sliding downward. She choked on a sob as she strained into his welcoming touch, now caressing her wet entrance.


  “Easy, easy,” he crooned against her ear, taking the lobe and nipping it lightly.


  His fingers moved slowly into her entrance, engaging her swollen knot, and Tal cried out, rubbing against his callused fingers, the scalding urgency climbing within her until she felt she was going to explode. The moment he slid two fingers into her, teasing that throbbing knot, caressing her tightened channel, her world shattered around her.


  Someone was screaming and Tal didn’t realize it was her as the orgasm careened through her, flooding her with a nearly violent, painful release because she had been so long without one. Her fingers dug deeply, frantically into his shoulder as he crooned to her, his lips against her ear, his fingers moving magically, milking her, asking her body to give him everything it had stored for so long, and more.


  The undulations were agony one second, then, just as quickly, became extreme pleasure. She felt overwhelmed by the pain and then the intense satisfaction that followed. Tal sobbed, pressing her face against Wyatt’s neck, thrown into a universe of white-hot fire fusing with the skilled motion of his fingers. He continued to coax from her everything her body could give him. She could hear his low growl near her ear, hear the satisfaction in it as it reverberated throughout his chest and into hers. He was that Anatolian leopard, so proud, beautiful, confident, and powerful.


  She rode that tsunami now living inside her, gripping her body, felt the keen waves of every widening pleasure, now a torrent rushing through her, heat spreading across her long torso and surging into her neck and face. And all the time, she was sobbing Wyatt’s name, lost, sinking into his arms, eyes tightly shut, tumbling mindlessly in the erotic ecstasy that only an orgasm could give a woman. She held on to him as if clinging to him for her life.


  To let him go meant she was lost, she realized as her fingers frantically dug into his lean, hard shoulder, unaware of her own strength, caught up in her raging physical and emotional release.


  Wyatt held Tal tightly, his eyes shut, head against hers, as he absorbed the hoarse cries that tore out of her. Her orgasm had been violent, her vagina flexing tightly, contracting, trapping his fingers within her. The scent of her sex made him crazy, made him want to take her right now, but he placed steely control over himself.


  He was so much in tune with Tal on so many levels now. She’d trusted him completely, given herself to him, and Wyatt held her, loving her and listening to her cries of fulfillment and of utter, raw relief.


  It was then he felt her warm tears sliding down his neck. He was so lost in her release that at first he didn’t feel the wetness sliding down his chest. Her body was still contracting around him and her sobs became a cry of pain. Wyatt eased his fingers from within her, drawing her tight against him, his hand moving to her hip, holding her close. He realized that these were tears about the past. He forced himself to climb out of the heat of his own arousal and focus on giving Tal whatever she needed from him.


  He knew that this had to do with her loss of Brian, the only man she’d given her heart to—until now.


  He rocked Tal in his arms, allowing her to relive the moments that her orgasm had brought back to her—he was sure she was recalling the last one she had experienced with Brian. Wyatt kissed her hair, the strands silky against his nose and cheek. He inhaled her spicy fragrance mixed with her unique sex scent, and his erection throbbed with agony. Right now, Tal needed his loving, not primal sex. That would wait. She needed him to help her get through the guilt or whatever else she was feeling after so long a time. He continued to move his hand slowly up and down her long, supple spine, feeling her shoulders shake, hearing cries of pain, of feeling lost.


  Wyatt closed his eyes, cradled Tal, kissed her hair, and kept murmuring against her ear. She cried harder for a while, and he simply kept her in his embrace, allowing her that release. Finally, she quieted, hiccupping every now and then, her fingers drifting from gripping his shoulder to resting against his tear-dampened chest.


  Thank God they were here, alone, uninterrupted, and Tal had the time to work through this part of her journey. Wyatt couldn’t feel jealous or hurt about it. He understood human nature.


  Finally, Tal began to relax. Her breathing softened and slowed. Wyatt saw that her green eyes, always so luminous, were now darkened with pain. “You needed that orgasm for a lot of reasons,” he told her, kissing her brow.


  Tal gave him an anguished look, fingers trembling as she tried to wipe the tears from her eyes. “I-I’m sorry, Wyatt. I don’t know what happened. One moment I’d never felt so good and the next second, I felt like someone had hurled me into hell.”


  “Maybe this was about you and Brian?” he asked her gently, caressing her damp cheek with his fingers, watching her eyes soften, some of the anguish dissolving as he stroked her.


  Tal sniffed and looked away. She took in a shaky breath, turned, and held his gaze. “Yes . . . it was . . . the memories . . . the loss . . . what we had . . . God, I didn’t know it was still there. I thought—I thought I’d grieved for him. I thought I’d released him . . . I’m so sorry, Wyatt . . .”


  Shaking his head, he said thickly, “I want a woman who loves so deeply that it takes her this long to get over that kind of loss.” He saw Tal’s eyes grow confused. He smoothed her brow with his thumb. “Darlin’, you love deep and hard. I’m not surprised this happened. Hell, I’m hoping that if things go right for us, you’ll open your heart to me like you did Brian. I’m not angry or jealous of him. What you shared with him was priceless and beautiful.”


  When he looked back at her, she was now calm. There was no guilt or remorse in her eyes, only peace and, finally, acceptance. If he could give her that gift? That was the kind of relationship he wanted with Tal. One of care, sensitivity, kindness, and equality always shared between them. Someday, she might need to hold him, and he knew she’d be there for him if the tables were turned.


  Wyatt knew Tal needed this kind of reassurance. He didn’t want her to feel guilt, only pleasure, and his love he held silently for her. And he damned well knew it was love and refused to call it anything else. He’d never lied to himself before, and he wasn’t starting now.


  “What we have,” Wyatt told her gruffly, kissing her ear, nibbling on her lobe, “is something very, very special, Tal. I recognized it from the beginning. And I’m more than happy to wait for you, let you set the pace. You’re a woman of immense strength and courage, and you lost someone who was very important to you. You closed up your heart because you couldn’t stand the pain of ever opening it again to another man. Now I’ve found you, and things are being asked of you that you never thought you’d find again.” And Wyatt knew, without it being said, that Tal worried about losing him as she’d lost Brian. He felt that anxiety and yet, despite her fear, she had finally reached out to him. She had a rare courage, as far as he was concerned.


  Tal was torn between grieving and still feeling the effects of her powerful orgasm. Clearing her throat, Tal lifted her hand to caress Wyatt’s cheek. “You give me so much, Wyatt. I-I don’t know why you do . . .”


  “Because I want to give to you, Tal. You make me feel good in so many ways, I could spend the rest of our night together giving you that list. But right now”—and he leaned down, gliding his mouth against hers, tasting the salt of her spent tears beneath them—“I want to love you. I want to show you how I feel about you. And it doesn’t need words, darlin’ . . .”


  Tal basked in Wyatt’s ability to give. He had brought her to an orgasm that was more like agony waiting to be released than anything else. Right now, she felt such relief, and yet she felt new heat stirring deep within her. Her moistness was flowing once more, and she breathed in his masculine scent, closing her eyes, drifting on that effortless cloud of intimacy he’d established with her. She was wildly aware of his body against her own, his thick, hard erection pressing deeply against her belly, lighting new flames within her. She opened her eyes, staring into his, a new feeling of courage overtaking her. That orgasm he’d triggered within her had released and washed away the last of her grief and pain over the loss of Brian. Tal had had no idea it was hiding there until the orgasm lifted her to heights she’d never experienced before and then brutally hurled her down into such grief and loss that all she could do was cry.


  Giving him a pleading look, she pulled Wyatt down so she could kiss him from the bottom of her heart and soul. Her anguish had dissolved in the blaze of her orgasm, and for the first time she felt light and free, no longer invisibly shackled to her past.


  Tal knew she loved hard and deep. Now Wyatt realized it too and was helping her face a new, uncertain future with him. He’d been present; he’d borne witness to her pain and tears. And throughout it, he’d cradled her in the safety of his arms and body. Never once did she hear or see jealousy or envy or anger over her tears of release. This man, she realized as her mouth now opened hungrily to his, had a depth and breadth to him she’d never found in anyone. Not even Brian.


  Tal was utterly losing herself in Wyatt Lockwood. His hand was now moving, cupping her breast, and she moaned with anticipation. And as he lifted his mouth from hers, that very male, predatory look gleaming in his eyes, she gloried in being a woman—his woman.


  “Come here,” he said, his voice low, gentle yet commanding. He turned onto his back, then slid his hands over her hips, lifting Tal over him. “Settle down on me.”


  She wasn’t a small woman by any stretch, and yet Wyatt had lifted her as if she were featherlight. Tal slid her long legs around his narrow hips, her hands coming to rest on his chest, holding his aroused gaze. Confused, she said, “But . . . Wyatt—”


  “No, darlin’, it has to be this way.” He settled her against the long, hard thickness of his cock and groaned. His eyes shuttered for a moment as he felt her thick, hot fluids and absorbed her heat against him. Forcing open his eyes, he rasped, “You’re too tight. I’ll hurt you in any other position. This way”—he settled his hands against her hips, slowly sliding her back and forth against him—“you take as little or as much of me as is comfortable for you. I don’t want you in pain, Tal. You’ve had enough of that for one night.” His gaze bore into hers. “Is this all right?” he asked. “Tell me, darlin’.”


  Tal belatedly realized Wyatt was more than right. “I’m not a virgin,” she said wryly, absorbing his warm, hard length gliding teasingly and slickly against her core, sending a new, throbbing fire up through her channel.


  “I know, but you’re tight. I felt that myself. Take your time, Tal. Let’s ease into this. We have plenty of time.” Wyatt knew it was going to kill him, he was so damned close to coming himself. Somehow he had to get that control to hold himself back for her sake.


  Grateful for his consideration, Tal nodded, her hair sliding across her shoulders, touching the tops of her breasts. “Okay,” she managed in a shaky voice, “but I’m ready again, Wyatt.”


  His smile grew, his hands moving her slowly across his well-muscled chest. “Go for it, sugar. I’m enjoying this ride, too. Let’s do it together . . .”


  Closing her eyes, Tal lost herself in his warm hard thickness rubbing against her, the swelling of that knot just beyond her entrance humming and throbbing once more. This time, Tal focused on Wyatt, on pleasing him. This was a rare man. He’d been so unselfish with her, so her goal was to give back as much pleasure as he’d given her. She knew how important it was for him to claim her, slide into her, and she began the process of doing just that. His fingers gripped her hips as she raised herself just enough to allow him to nudge into her entrance. She was so slick, so wet, that she barely felt her body opening, stretching. Just the feeling of Wyatt entering her sent a firestorm arching through her. She couldn’t help it—she gasped, the sensations sending intense pleasure through her tight channel as it gripped him.


  She heard Wyatt groan as she eased back and forth, taking a little more of him every time, every inch burning pain blending into intense pleasure as her entrance widened. He was expanding her, his swollen cock throbbing, asking her body to surrender to him as he raised his hips, moving another inch into her. She melted into the primal animal she had always known was inside her, perhaps that sinuous, dangerous leopard she’d seen. He was her mate. Her body was flowing hotly with fluids, readily enveloping Wyatt, making the transition, opening fully to him, the burning sensation lessening with each stroke of her body, swallowing him into her, moaning with pleasure as it reverberated through her like a slow-moving earthquake.


  She heard him, then, as he prepared to come, felt his hands grip her tightly, wanting to thrust. His breathing was explosive as she sank down fully upon him, impaled, trapped in the most delicious of ways and sensations. Coaxing him with her body, she leaned forward, her lips near his ear. “Take me, Wyatt . . . I’m ready . . . take me . . .” And she took his mouth, thrusting her tongue against his because he’d instantly frozen, afraid he was going to hurt her.


  While he was a big man in every way, Tal felt her body accommodating his size, allowing him to move slickly within her, bringing a little cry of pleasure trapped in her throat as she tore her mouth from his, arching into him as he made the first deep thrust into her welcoming body.


  Tal established the rhythm, allowing Wyatt to take of her what he wanted. He was breathing harder, and she could feel him growing rigid within her. He was so close to coming . . . she twisted on him and took him as deeply as he could go.


  Wyatt suddenly went taut, his hips jerking, his hands clutching her as he climaxed. She cried out with him from her own orgasm, which came just as he released himself fully inside her. Her world spinning out of control, she sobbed, her fingers digging into his chest wall as the lush wave of nothing but hot, intense pleasure released within her, flooding into and around his cock as her body tightened against him, massaging him with her own powerful, ongoing contractions. She cried out, a scream of pleasure tearing from her lips as she arched against Wyatt, frozen with so much ecstasy that she was nearly out of her body. The last thing she remembered was Wyatt’s own hoarse cry of release.


  


  
    CHAPTER 12
  


  TAL DIDN’T KNOW how long she’d slept. Wyatt had gently tucked her next to him, her head resting on his shoulder, and she had fallen into an abyss of sleep, her body still smoldering from their lovemaking.


  She awoke sometime later, Wyatt’s arm around her shoulders, holding her against him, his breathing slow and deep. He had pulled a sheet up and over them while she’d been sleeping, and again she marveled at his need to take care of her. She nuzzled against his shoulder, the warm, hard strength of him beneath her cheek. She filled herself with his scent and savored the intimate memories humming through her satisfied body. Never had any man gratified her as Wyatt had.


  Her heart was wide open to this man. Wyatt stood out among all the men she’d met, like an honorable warrior with his rock-solid integrity.


  He was honest, sometimes annoyingly so, but she relished this quality in him above all else. She’d seen something in his eyes as he’d eased her from his exhausted body, and she still couldn’t define it. Wyatt made her feel free. Her body was still radiating pleasantly in the aftermath of the multiple orgasms he’d triggered within her. And yes, she was plenty sore, but it was the kind of soreness that reminded her of what they’d shared. Of how good life could be with the right partner. Or mate.


  She moved her fingers languidly across his chest, the silk of his sprinkled hair caught between them.


  Wyatt stirred. He didn’t jerk awake, but Tal felt him drifting up through the layers of a very deep, healing sleep. She could feel him integrating her into himself. It was like water being thirstily absorbed by dry, parched earth and refilling him, replenishing him on every level of himself. She liked that idea and hoped what she was sensing was true.


  He caressed her hair, his breathing changing, and Tal felt his large hand across her back, trapping her silky hair, fingers sliding through it slowly. She felt like a cat, a purring sound rising in her throat as she glowed with the knowledge that he cherished her. He’d growled like a leopard in her imagination, and she’d felt that deep, masculine, primal animal that was a part of him echo through her, making her feel one with him. It was the most amazing sensation she’d ever experienced with a man. But Wyatt wasn’t just any man. He was hers. Never had she felt so in tune with a man as she did this one. Wyatt made it easy, his roughened hand sliding to the center of her back, his fingers lingering over each vertebra as if he were memorizing her, placing her in his body, his heart. And she knew his heart was involved, just as hers was. But how much, how deeply, she didn’t know. At least, not yet. And there was still a part of her hanging back in fear of what was happening between them right now. She’d allowed it to begin all over again. She was risking her heart once more, but this time, it didn’t bring the freezing fear that had come with it before. His ability to love her, ferret out her fears, dissolve them with his kisses, his mouth, teeth, and skilled fingers, fed her hope. Hope.


  Wyatt growled thickly, nuzzling her cheek. “I’m in the best dream I’ve ever had . . .”


  Tal gave a low laugh. “No way. My dream’s better than yours.” She felt his smile against her cheek.


  “Want to bet?” Wyatt asked, challenging her, rising up on one elbow and watching her in the semidarkness. A small lamp in the corner of the room shed just enough light to chase away the shadows so he could see her features, her eyes shining with satisfaction. It made him feel good, as a lover, to know he’d given Tal pleasure. He frowned, moving his hand across her belly. “How are you feeling?”


  “Fine,” she murmured. “More than fine . . . still floating . . .”


  His brows drew down as he caressed her belly with his fingers. “You sure you’re not too sore?”


  “Mmmm, a little.” Tal gazed up at him. “Hey, stop worrying. I’m fine. It’s such a small price to pay for what we shared together . . .”


  He looked at his watch and his mouth turned down. “Damn. It’s 0300 already.”


  “Well, we have three more hours together,” she reminded him. But a chill went through her as she realized this precious time together was almost over. And after this? Who could say for sure?


  “Yeah, my thoughts exactly.” Wyatt stilled his hand and was struck by how darkly tanned and scarred it was against the white velvet of her rounded belly. Dark against light. The perfect combination for the fiery pleasure they’d shared. She was primal. Natural. She lived close to her ancient instincts; he’d seen it in her eyes as well as in the way she moved her sinuous body.


  “You know,” he murmured, allowing his fingers to linger across her firm, curved thigh, “you’re just like that sleek leopard you saw. You’re so damn sensual, woman, you tied me in knots.”


  He saw her expression grow soft, a little relief in her darkened eyes, perhaps. Tal didn’t realize just how wonderful a lover, she really was. Wyatt would fix that over time if she gave them a chance. “I’ve never had anyone pull so much out of me and then make me feel so damned exhausted afterward. I didn’t think I’d ever be able to move again, woman.”


  “I hope it was good for you, Wyatt.” Tal trailed her fingers down his arm, feeling his muscles automatically react beneath her touch. “Because it sure was for me.”


  “Good?” Wyatt leaned down, grazing her mouth with his. “It was great, darlin’. You’re welcome in my bed any time you want.”


  She laughed. “Well, thanks. I feel the same way.”


  “Good,” he murmured, cupping her breast, feeling the warm, firm weight of it resting in his palm. Tal’s eyes went drowsy with pleasure as he caressed her, teasing that bud of a nipple that hardened and peaked.


  He felt that she was ready for more loving as she murmured with pleasure. “Tell me what you want,” he urged her now. It was more of a growl than a command. Her eyes had half closed, arousal burning in them once more, her wet lips parting.


  But while all the signs were there, Wyatt knew she had to be damned sore. He knew he was built more like a stallion than most men, and he remembered how tight Tal had been, and how much her body had to open up in order to accommodate him. She wouldn’t be walking normally this morning, that was for damned sure.


  But if his size bothered her, she ignored it. His heart soared on that realization as she took his hand from her belly and slid it downward as she opened her thighs to him.


  “I want more of you,” she told him in a throaty whisper. “All of you. I want you behind me. I want you to mount me, hold my nape with your teeth, and take me, Wyatt. And don’t be afraid this time, all right? We’ll work this out as we go.”


  He responded by moving his fingers teasingly across her already wet, welcoming folds. “You’re a hungry little Anatolian cat, aren’t you?” He saw her eyes become slits, a sweet purring sound rising in her exposed throat as she arched her hips into his exploring fingers. His woman was a fierce, unapologetic lover, not afraid to take what was hers, what she wanted from him. A dream come true for Wyatt.


  “I’m starving for you,” she rasped, arching even more strongly against him, gripping his hand, placing it against her entrance. “I want you, Wyatt. Now.”


  He was more than ready now, and he was sure Tal could feel his hard length against her thigh.


  “Then I’m going to mate with you, and you’ll fly with me,” he rasped. She gasped as his lips captured one of her nipples and he slid two fingers into her, toying with that swollen knot eager to be teased.


  She was a consummate athlete, her sleek, curved body firm and her strength deceptive until she applied it against him. Wyatt smiled as she released little mewls of satisfaction. He felt her hips writhing and ready—more than ready—for him, and this time, he was less cautious, less controlled.


  She moved to her hands and knees, her beautiful ass so close to him. He eased upward, placing his hands between her thighs, and spread her legs open to receive him. He passed his knuckles lightly against her sweet entrance; she was dripping fluids, so ready for him, for what was to come. Wyatt could feel the primal animal in him rising, his cock rigid, seeping, wanting to thrust boldly and deeply within her. He moved his hands lightly across her cheeks, feeling how sweet, rounded, and firm they were beneath his exploring palms.


  Tal purred again, pushing her ass up against his cock, bold, unafraid. A rush of dark, primal yearning flowed deeply through him and he positioned her, placing the head of his cock against her opening. There was a little cry of joy vibrating in her throat as he eased into her, instantly deluged with her heat and juices. She pressed against him, taking him deeper, her channel so damn tight, he growled and clenched his teeth. As he gripped her hips, she ground against him, taking no prisoners, lost in the animal heat that was such a part of them.


  She threw her head back, whimpering as he plunged into her, her hands gripping the covers, clenching them in her fists as he eased in and out of her, establishing a hungering, urgent mating rhythm, wanting her to fully participate. The desire to plunge into her, take her as urgently as he could, overrode his massive control. He felt how tight she still was, like a fist around him, squeezing him, making him groan and quiver.


  This time, she was more leopard than woman, tugging at Wyatt, urging him on, slamming her body against his. Boldly, Tal surrendered her control. And then she felt Wyatt’s large, broad body, like a warm cape, come across her back. She heard him growl and then lick her sensitive nape after pushing her hair aside as he pumped deeper into her. The moment he licked her nape and then firmly held the flesh of her neck between his teeth, pulling her head up to control her, she cried out. But it wasn’t from pain. He triggered something so primal, so basic within her aching lower body that the agony instantly dissolved in more intense sensations violently flooding into her channel.


  He thrust fully into her, making her shudder and cry out sharply. He knew that sound tearing out of her wasn’t from pain. It was from the intense, deepening pleasure as he held her firmly by the nape. Wyatt knew it was one of the most erogenous areas on a woman’s body. He understood that it threw a woman who trusted him into her most ancient mating instincts. Her body took the hard, pumping motions as he shafted fully into her small channel. It sent him over the edge where only ecstasy, heat, and light existed. This time, he took her without mercy. She whimpered with pleasure, accepting his deep thrusts, asking for more, unafraid, wild animal sounds, hoarse and sobbing, tearing out of her. Her fluids were flooding in and around him, making it easier to slip back and forth within her. Wyatt felt her channel tightening down, felt it spasming against his thick girth.


  Leaning over her, releasing her nape, licking it, he continued his swift pace. This time, he bit her where her shoulder met her neck, another favorite spot of a wild animal to grip his mate during a breeding frenzy. He felt her flinch, surprised, and then suddenly acquiesce to his teeth as they held her firmly without breaking her skin. It brought out another ancient female reaction from her, and he swore he heard her snarl his name, back arching, as an orgasm exploded within her. He growled deeply, locked within her, claiming her, mating with her, making her his forever.


  He stroked her once, twice, and then she cried out as her entire body convulsed a second time. Yes! He grunted, holding her in place as he continued to ravish that special spot within her, hearing her gasp beneath him, feeling the rapid contractions of another orgasm, the flood of liquid fire enclosing him, drowning him in vivid pleasure.


  Wyatt gripped her hips to him, driving hard, and his whole world dissolved around him as his climax struck him like a white-hot bolt of lightning. It ripped down his spine and surged through his balls tight against his body, flowing into Tal. Then he released her shoulder, licking it several times to soothe the flesh. All he could do was rasp her name, hold her tightly against him, their bodies slick, fused, and heated, as the powerful pulses rushed out of him and into her. Her own orgasms were making her shake and tremble, her cries continuing, hoarse and filled with satisfaction.


  Wyatt collapsed atop her, their breaths loud and ragged, their bodies heaving against one another, sweat dripping off them.


  As soon as his strength began to return, Wyatt forced himself to ease out of Tal. He helped her lie down and roll over onto her back. He gave Tal a loose smile, his voice guttural. “You’re one incredible, fearless lover, darlin’. Where the hell have you been all my life?”


  His other thought was that time was against them. Shortly, they were going to have to leave. It was the last thing he wanted to happen.


  WYATT SAW THE sadness in Tal’s eyes as they got ready to leave the room. They’d showered together an hour before, and he’d made love to her one last time beneath the warm, flowing water. Tal was as sexually hungry for him as he was for her. They couldn’t get enough of one another. It was as if they were in a mating fever. She’d never experienced this with another man. She sat on the couch, pulling on her second boot, as Wyatt sauntered over.


  “What time are you leaving tonight?” he asked, dreading the answer. He didn’t want her to leave him, and this mission was especially dangerous.


  Tal sighed and straightened. “Twenty-one hundred.” And then she added in whisper, “This is the first time I don’t want to leave Bagram, Wyatt.”


  He sat down in the overstuffed leather chair opposite her and asked, “Why?” Then he waited for the answer he was hoping for.


  “Because of you . . . and this.” Tal gestured to the quiet room. “And us . . . I can’t think straight . . . All I can do is feel you, feel how hot and alive my body is, and I want you over and over again. I don’t want to leave you. I want to stay here and keep making love with you until I faint from utter pleasure and exhaustion.”


  “Sure, sure,” he teased gently. “Give you an hour back at your office and you’ll come down to earth in a big hurry.”


  She smiled a little and sat back, hands on her thighs. “This was different for me, Wyatt.”


  “What was?”


  Tal shook her head. “I don’t know. It just feels different, and it’s too soon. I can’t define everything I’m feeling.”


  “Good feelings, I hope?” He raised a brow, holding her troubled gaze.


  “Yes. Almost too good.”


  “What? You think I’m a desert mirage that’s going to disappear by the time you return off that op?” He wanted to lift her out of that kind of worry. And it was definitely there in Tal’s forest-green eyes.


  “You’re going out on a DA in two days. I’m worried about you, too.”


  Wyatt supposed he should have been overjoyed by her concern, but he wasn’t. He needed Tal to be clearheaded when she was on her mission. “Look,” he said soothingly, “I know my job and I know my team. I worry more about you, Tal. You’ve got a tough mission that could go sideways on you at any time. If anyone should worry, it should be me.”


  She gave him a wry look. “That’s how I feel about you! Don’t worry, I’ll be fine—that’s such a SEAL saying. You guys always say ‘I’m okay, I’m okay,’ and you could be bleeding out.” She gave him a disgusted look. “So don’t tell me you’re fine. Just tell me the truth. Okay?”


  “I’ll always be honest with you. I just don’t want you distracted. You need to keep your wits about you.”


  “Yes,” she sighed, looking around, her voice softening, “and this is why having an emotional relationship in combat doesn’t work. One or both partners will get distracted. Even worse, we could get someone who depends on our clear thinking killed.”


  “It won’t happen,” Wyatt told her bluntly. “We’re black-ops-trained people, Tal. If anyone knows how to cut through distraction and focus, it’s us.” He knew she was feeling a lot, knew her well enough to read her body language and interpret the tones in her husky voice as well as those fleeting expressions that were on her face. “What else is eating at you?”


  She stared at him. “I haven’t sorted it out yet, Wyatt. There’s too much going on. I wasn’t expecting this—us. You . . . I worry I’ll lose you, too, Wyatt . . .”


  “I’m not sorry at all, Tal. Not for one second of what we shared or what we have.” Wyatt felt his heart tighten, and he knew damn well that her second thoughts were focused on their fragile, building relationship. If they had more time, he’d haul this woman back to bed and love her until she fainted from pleasure.


  Wyatt wanted to bind Tal to him, not see her gone for one or two weeks on a dangerous op instead. But he didn’t have that choice. Their lives weren’t their own, and now, in the cold light of day, he could see her weighing what she’d done with him. She’d committed her heart to a military man. Again.


  They’d been good in bed. They were good lovers with one another. It didn’t get any better than that. Wyatt believed he stood a real chance with Tal in the future, but right now, he wasn’t sure she did. He could understand her visceral fear. Brian’s death had ripped up her life for years. He couldn’t fault Tal for her reaction. All he could do was be there, be loyal to her, comfort her, be her friend and, yes, her lover.


  Tal looked around and wearily rubbed her face, her hair in a single long black braid once more. “Come have breakfast with me at the chow hall?” she said.


  “Sure,” he said, rising. Their intimacy, their privacy with one another, was now officially over.


  When Tal rose and walked around the coffee table, Wyatt reached out, gripping her arm and gently bringing her into his embrace. She looked up, her face innocent and clean and so damned sensual to him.


  “What we’ve started,” he rasped, framing her face with his hands, “is one of a kind, Tal. I know it’s new to you, and like a newborn, we need to handle it with a lot of love and tenderness. Don’t throw it away . . . Don’t throw us away for fear of losing me. I’m not going anywhere, darlin’. I’m too mean to die. And I’ve survived ops when no one else has. Don’t let that fear of loss get in between us.”


  She looked up, touched his face, already familiar to her in the most intimate ways, and walked ahead of him to breakfast. The words “I love you” nearly wrenched from her tightening throat. “I’m going to do my best, Wyatt. I swear I am. But my fear is irrational.”


  “I know,” he rasped, cupping the back of her head, kissing her brow. “We’ll get through this phase—together. I promise . . .”


  IT WAS DUSK at Ops. Wyatt stood within Ops, near the doors; outside, an MH-47 helo piloted by Night Stalkers was getting ready to be boarded. The crew chief was barely discernible on the ramp, awaiting his passengers, the darkness covering busy Bagram. Wyatt had good night vision and could barely make out the copilot performing the mandatory walk around the helicopter, looking for anything loose or leaking, before he climbed back on board.


  Wyatt heard a commotion behind him, and twisting around, he saw Tal with her spotter, Jay Caldwell, coming through the entrance. They were loaded down with rucksacks that probably weighed eighty or so pounds apiece. Tal had her Win-Mag .300, in a protective nylon sheath, strapped to the back of her ruck with Velcro. Their faces were painted in camouflage paint, and they both sported the floppy boonie hats worn by those going into sniper ops. They each wore a mandatory level-three Kevlar vest.


  He saw the .45 in a drop holster on Tal’s right thigh, a Ka-Bar knife in a long black nylon sheath strapped around her lower left calf. He’d loved this woman earlier this morning and knew her body intimately. Right now, she was a warrior, her face expressionless, eyes focused, mouth set firmly. She was all business, and he loved her. God, how he loved her.


  All day today at SEAL HQ, all he could think of each time he had a stolen minute or two was their lovemaking. His body tightened with the memory of her hands moving over him, her lips soft on his, being inside her, feeling her feminine power. Tal was one hell of a distraction from the tasks at hand. He was now spending more time thinking of her than planning his next op.


  Wyatt eased from where he was leaning against a steel column near the Ops desk and sauntered in her direction. Her eyes widened for a moment, then he gave her a loose Texas grin and saw her eyes soften. Just as quickly, she tucked that reaction away. He halted in front of them.


  “Jay, good to see you again,” Wyatt said, offering his hand to the spotter.


  Jay smiled and gripped his hand. “Chief Lockwood.”


  Tal turned to Jay. “Why don’t you go on out to the helo? I’ll be along in just a minute.”


  “You got it,” Jay said, giving Wyatt a curious nod, then walking past them.


  Wyatt smiled at Tal. “You look like the warrior you are, darlin’.”


  “Gotta go to work and earn my paycheck. You know how it is.”


  He felt her wanting to touch him, but she kept her hand on the shoulder straps of her heavy ruck. “Yeah, I do.” He lowered his voice. “How are you doing?”


  Her mouth flexed. “Okay.”


  Grinning, Wyatt nodded, settling his hands on his hips. “No matter what you do or don’t wear, you’re one hot babe.” He saw her lower her lashes for a moment, very sure she was blushing, but it wasn’t visible beneath the greasepaint camouflaging her face and neck.


  On her hands, she wore green Nomex gloves, preventing her white skin from being seen by a sharp-eyed Taliban. “Thanks,” Tal said in a low tone, one corner of her mouth lifting. “I can’t get over that session, how wild . . . raw . . . good it was for both of us. I want more, Lockwood. When I get back here? You’d better reserve that sweet little hideaway for at least three nights in a row. I want you right now, so badly, I’m wet between the thighs just thinking about what we did together. I loved you mounting me from behind. Wow . . .”


  “I haven’t forgotten one second of our animal round,” he rasped, his eyes glinting with arousal. “And you’ll have as many days and nights as you want with me, sugar.”


  Tal gave him a lustful look. “It’s your fault, cowboy. Now all I think about is sex with you.”


  He grinned, giving her a humbled look. “Listen, here’s a copy of your finalized mission,” he told her, getting serious. He pulled out a piece of paper from his shirt pocket, opened her pocket, and stuffed it in there. “Those are my radio frequency numbers. And my sat phone, which is on my body twenty-four/seven. You call if you’re in trouble, okay?”


  He saw her eyes blink something back—a tear?—and then she cleared her throat. Wyatt knew Tal was touched by his consideration, but he was one selfish bastard and didn’t want her in harm’s way.


  “Thanks,” she whispered, her voice suddenly unsteady. “You really know how to impress a girl, Lockwood.”


  “Yeah, well, you’re someone I care a whole helluva lot about.”


  She patted her pocket where he’d put the papers with the information on the mission. “Thanks, Wyatt. It means a lot to me.”


  “Stay safe out there, Tal. Things are really fluid at the border. I checked an hour ago at SEAL Intel, and there’s been a lot of unexpected movement. Things are gearing up faster than the CIA thought they would.”


  “They’ve got a drone over the border right now. We’ll be okay. I’ll be in touch with it and get its live feed via my Toughbook.” Her voice became more firm. “We’ll be okay.” And then she suddenly grinned. “But there is one thing you can do for me, cowboy.”


  His heart squeezed as her lips lifted into a warm smile, and her eyes filled with an unnamed emotion reserved only for him. He liked the nickname she picked for him.


  “Tell me. I’ll make it happen.”


  “Could you have a banana split waiting for me when we get off this op? I’d sure look forward to having one with you.”


  Chuckling, he nodded. “It’s a done deal, Tal.”


  She looked out the glass doors, heard the whine of the two engines starting to come online. Tal didn’t want to buck eighty-mile-an-hour winds trying to reach the ramp at the rear of the MH-47. “I need to go, Wyatt,” she said, regret in her tone.


  “I’d kiss you, but a helluva lot of gossip would start flying around this base five minutes after it happened. Come on, I’ll walk you out,” he said, opening the door for her.


  Tal ducked out the entrance, the night around them. She could barely make out a pale green light within the helicopter fuselage that was left on for those boarding. Once she was in, they’d turn it off, not wanting to become a target of the Taliban mortars that sometimes fell unexpectedly on the large base. She felt Wyatt’s hand cup her elbow as he guided her toward the ramp. The crew chief was waiting for her at the bottom of it, his helmet on, mouthpiece near his lips, in touch with the pilots in the cockpit.


  The whine of the engines continued to heighten until it became earsplitting. Wyatt squeezed Tal’s elbow and released it, giving her a wink. She smiled and nodded, then climbed the corrugated ramp, disappearing inside.


  Wyatt turned and walked away, holding his hands to his ears to protect them from the scream of the engines. As he made his way to the terminal, he heard the rotors engaging. Inside, he stood near the Ops doors, hands on hips, watching the blades sluggishly beginning to turn. The green light was doused inside the bird, and he knew the crew chief on board would press the switch that would bring up the ramp.


  His heart clenched again, because he felt danger for Tal and Jay. Things were too fluid at the border, changing hourly, and Tal was kidding herself if she thought she could possibly keep up with those unexpected, fluky changes. Fortunately, he had a copy of the Night Stalker flight plan from the Ops desk. They would be landing on the far side of the last mountain in a chain that overlooked the wide, flat plain lying between Pakistan and Afghanistan. They would have to climb at least a thousand feet to get up and over the ridge at nine thousand feet, and there was still snow on the summit. It would be tough, slow going for the sniper team. Dangerous as well, not to mention freezing cold.


  Wyatt dragged in a deep breath, watching the MH-47 slowly trundle out toward the eight-thousand-foot runway. It would make a rolling start, gathering speed and then lifting off at the end of it, saving a lot of fuel that way. He couldn’t stop the feelings moving through him. Wyatt had never felt so damned protective toward anyone as he did Tal. The scent of her was still with him, even now. Damn it, he wanted Tal home safe, in his arms and in his bed, where she belonged.


  Wyatt waited until the helicopter took off and then left Ops, electing to walk the mile in the dark back to SEAL Team Three’s building. First, though, he wanted to stop at SEAL Intel, which was located just down the street from Ops. It was there that information from every possible resource poured in for rapid analysis.


  They had a SEAL intelligence section, staffed mostly with women officers who were skilled at passing around all the intel and finding the gems hidden within it. Wyatt wanted to look over the shoulder of one particular officer. Lieutenant Amanda Harris was considered their top intel specialist. She could find needles in a haystack, which was a skill very few analysts possessed.


  Wyatt wanted to get the details of the terrain that Tal and Jay would be inhabiting. Further, there were spring storms still moving through the area that could dump many feet of snow on the summits of the Hindu Kush mountains. More than one sniper team had been caught in one of those sudden, unexpected blizzards. Some had lost their lives, others a limb to the brutal frostbite. Being a sniper was one of the hardest jobs in the world, as far as Wyatt was concerned.


  Walking quickly through the hot, sluggish breeze, he turned down another street that would lead him to the CIA building where the SEALs, Marine Force Recons, and CAG/Delta intel units were housed. They all shared intel with one another, wanting to keep their operators safe out there in the badlands.


  As he showed his badge to the security people, they allowed him into the dimly lit area where a number of Navy officers worked intently at their computer screens. He spied his blond-haired friend Amanda, a petite five-foot-three-inch woman with blue eyes and a ready smile. She was twenty-five, married to a SEAL, and knew her business better than some intel officers twice her age.


  “Chief Lockwood!” she said, waving to him. “Good to see you! What brings you over here again?”


  He smiled a little and sat down at her desk. She was looking at a live video feed from cameras aboard a drone. “Need a favor, Mandy. I got a Marine sniper team just going out. Will you pull up their mission?”


  Wyatt gave her the code number and saw it pop up on her computer screen.


  “Uh-oh,” Amanda muttered, frowning. “They’re going to a real hot spot, Chief.”


  “Why do you say that?” He tried to keep his voice level, but his heart was hammering hard.


  She made a few taps on the keys to call up the nearest drone’s live feed. “Well, as you know, we expected the spring surge, and it’s happening right now. But the enemy is suddenly bringing over a hell of a lot of men. We’ve counted two thousand pouring through the area in the last six hours.”


  “Hell,” Wyatt muttered, eyes narrowing, watching the drone footage intently.


  “Yes. And that HVT? Sidiq Sharan? CIA’s picking up lots of sudden chatter that he’s coming across in two days.” She shrugged. “Could be a lie, of course. They’ve done this to us before. They’ll give a date and time and no one appears.”


  “Are you running facial ID recognition off this footage on the men coming across the border?”


  “Oh, yes.” She looked up at him. “Rest assured, if Sidiq is among them, he’ll be ID’d. We’ve got plenty of good photos of that guy.”


  “Well, that sniper team going out right now is the one tasked with taking him down.”


  She tilted her head. “Captain Talia Culver. I know of her. She’s got a stellar reputation for taking down HVTs.”


  “Yeah, I know,” Wyatt said unhappily.


  “Hmmm, what’s going on here, Chief? You’ve been over here a lot today, but I’ve never seen you look so worried. Is this a personal issue?”


  Wyatt shot her a sideways glance. “Now, Mandy, there you go again.”


  She blushed and pushed some blond strands away from her cheek. “Chief, you’re way too good-looking to be single forever. I keep telling you that.”


  “Yes, and your fame precedes you, Mandy. You’re Bagram’s queen matchmaker. No, ma’am, I’m not telling you a thing.”


  Her lips drew into an angelic smile. “Oh . . . Chief . . . I do believe there’s something going on there.”


  Holding up his hand, he said, “Do me a favor? If you ID Sidiq, give me a call. I want to know about it immediately.”


  “Will do, Chief.”


  Wyatt left, knowing the challenges that awaited Tal and Jay once they were dropped below that ridge. It snowed regularly at that altitude. He clenched his fist and wished like hell he was up there with them. With what was going on, it was going to be one of the hottest spots in that area. And one of the most deadly.


  


  
    CHAPTER 13
  


  THE MH-47 HAD dropped Tal and Jay on a snowy area just below a ridge in the Hindu Kush mountains. It had been dark, the wind bitterly cold and the snow ankle-to-knee deep. By the time dawn showed up on the eastern horizon, they’d struggled to the other side of the ridge, and Tal had chosen a hide. The snow was a bitch, dangerous and slowing them down considerably. She’d found a series of limestone caves beneath a wide yellow overhang at six thousand feet, and about five hundred feet below them, she’d discovered the perfect spot to create their hide.


  Jay had gone back to do some serious recon on the cave system, making several drawings on a notepad he carried with him. While he was scouting, Tal was pushing rocks around to create their hide. A good hide was out in plain sight. It was never in obvious places like a wadi or ravine, near a grove of trees, or in a canyon or a valley. Snipers always wanted the high ground, and she was happy to be at fifty-five hundred feet, far away from that screaming, gusty wind that was now shrieking like a pissed-off banshee across the ridgeline above them. And they were below that ass-freezing snow line.


  By the time Jay had returned, dawn was a weak gray line on the horizon, illuminating the Pakistan border a mile away. Tal had created a comfy rock nest for them and had already used a gray-black-and-cream camouflage tarp, spreading it across the hide to protect them from glaring sunlight, rain, snow, or the biting wind that whistled across the area. Then she had selected rocks to pull the tarp tight across their hide, using different sizes of stones to merge seamlessly with their surroundings. If nothing else, snipers knew how to blend in and not be discovered by their enemies.


  Even better, the arrow-shaped limestone overhang above left a large, dark shadow across their hide as the sun moved across the sky. Every Taliban in the area probably knew about the overhang, and a person’s eyes would go to it first, not to the neutral gray scree slope below it. They’d gotten lucky.


  Jay grinned as he pushed his NVGs up on his helmet. “Hey, I hit gold.”


  “Really?” Tal turned, sitting down in their rocky hole. It was seven feet long and seven feet wide, big enough for two people. There was even a place in the rear for one of them to catch some sleep. “What did you find?” She saw Jay’s blue eyes gleaming. At twenty-seven, he was one of the few people she would trust with her life. Her spotter was thorough and careful, never missing any details.


  He crouched down next to her, holding his drawing toward her to catch the rising light of dawn. “This is a huge cave system. First of all, the front entrance of this cave has a little soil, but not much. I found dried goat turds, but they’re really old. There’s a narrow goat trail in front of it, but it hasn’t been used, I’d say, for years. I found no human footprints anywhere outside or within it. The rear half of the cave is composed of white limestone, so I couldn’t see any tracks from that point onward.”


  He slid his index finger over the sketch. “You go into this first cave and there are two tunnels at the rear. One leads north and the other south. The north one”—his voice rose optimistically—“ascends about two hundred feet into an upper chamber. There’s water available in there for us to get resupplied. There’s also a nice pool, large enough to take a quick wash in, but it’s going to be colder than hell because it was formed by melting snow from up on the ridge that moved through the cracks in the limestone.”


  “Hey, maybe we’ll be able to clean up every once in a while. That would be nice.” Snipers rarely moved from their hides and never had the opportunity to get near water to clean their dirty, smelly bodies. Tal smiled up at Jay’s camouflaged face. They’d wipe off their paint come daylight and be invisible within their hide.


  “I feel like we’re at the Ritz,” Jay said with a grin. “The other good thing about this cave is that it has a natural exit point.” He nodded toward the east, where the Pakistan border was located. “If we need to escape, we can. I think I should call this find in to HQ. The egress point is at eight thousand feet on the other side of that ridge, where we originally landed.” His mouth twitched. “That tunnel opening was only fifty feet away!”


  “Crap, you’re kidding me,” Tal muttered, scowling. Had they known beforehand, it would have saved them hours of searching for a place to hide. Instead, they’d spent six hours up above the snow line, bitterly cold, their hands freezing despite their thermal gloves. They could have waltzed through that tunnel system and come out just above where they were at present.


  “Never mind,” he muttered. “We’ll turn this intel in so the next sniper pair coming up here won’t have to freeze their asses off, too.”


  Tal nodded. Sniper teams rarely went back to the same area twice, but at least, knowing this route, they could make it easier to get to another area rather than fight that ridge. The Taliban had binoculars and sniper rifles of their own on the Af-Pak border, just a mile from their present site.


  She knew once she fired her Win-Mag, those snipers across the border would hear the sound and pretty much be able to hone in on where they were located. They could use their binoculars and long-range riflescopes to call in the discovery. Then, they’d triangulate and locate from where the bullet had been fired. The enemy could fire into their location. Tal knew they’d have to swiftly abandon their hide and find another elsewhere if they were detected. The Taliban would send up a team and investigate the area as quickly as possible, for sure. And they couldn’t be found in the area.


  “Hey, partner, you’ve made a great find!” She grinned enthusiastically. “Tell me more.”


  “Now, this south tunnel is interesting, Tal. It spans about a quarter mile, losing about five hundred feet of altitude. And then the tunnel splits again. There’s a lower cave here, a small one, but you can stand up in it. But it’s the other tunnel that goes another five hundred feet farther down. That cave is huge; there’s a natural crack in the ceiling, so you’d get daylight in there, and a big pool of water, too. Plus, there’s another egress route.”


  Jay folded up the paper, placing it in his pocket. “That means that if things go to hell for us here, we have several planned egress routes, and we’d be able to exfil the area more easily via a helo. I want to call this intel in on our sat phone to the CIA HQ at Bagram. I already got the GPS on each of the two caves in case we have to get out of Dodge in a helluva hurry.”


  Nodding, Tal hauled her Win-Mag out of its protective nylon sheath, moving to the lip of their hide overlooking the border area. She snapped the bipod into place near the front of the barrel, positioning it so she could look through her Nightforce scope. “Call it in. They need to know our GPS anyway, now that we’re settled.”


  “Roger that,” Jay said, pulling their sat phone out of the side pocket of his ruck. “I’m going to be detailed in my call because we’re in a constantly changing situation here.”


  Tal placed several blankets over the stones so that as she lay on her belly to look through the scope of her rifle. “Do that. And get the latest update on the flow across the border. Check the number of men coming across, okay? I want that bastard Sidiq, if he’s in those groups.”


  “Got it,” Jay murmured.


  Tal kept one ear keyed to Jay’s quiet conversation with the black ops people at Bagram. Major Tom Dickenson was listening in, too. It was his job to keep tabs on all six of his sniper teams now out in the field. Tal trusted Dickenson. He was a damn good CO, and she’d worked with him for the past two years. He had their backs.


  She flipped up the covers on the front and back of the Nightforce scope. Then she draped gray netting across the barrel so it couldn’t be detected when the sun came up, striking the front of the rifle. Taliban snipers were constantly moving their spotter scopes along this side of the mountain because everyone knew it was an ideal position for snipers to kill soldiers coming over the Af-Pak border.


  She heard Jay sign off. Getting comfortable, Tal slowly moved her scope to the border area. There was a lot of activity, mostly foot traffic, but she spotted a group of around twenty Taliban on horseback galloping over the border heading into Afghanistan. They wanted to make it to one of the hundreds of limestone caves in this mountain range to hide in before broad daylight exposed them to Apache combat helicopters patrolling the area.


  American Apaches were always flying the border route, sending Hellfire missiles toward anything that looked suspicious. Once night fell, the border would become more active with camel, donkey, and human caravans all carrying fertilizer to make IEDs to makers in Afghanistan. These caravans had one man who was the leader, wearing a pair of NVGs, night vision goggles, so he could lead the group along a ratline or goat path. Otherwise, Taliban didn’t move at night precisely because they had no money to buy something as expensive as NVGs to see where they were going. During the day, people on foot crisscrossed the border. Some were there for legit reasons, some were not, and that’s where drone recognition software picked out the enemy’s face from people who routinely crossed the border for food, work, business, or visiting relatives. There was little to do except watch and wait as the long hours crawled by. Tal would sleep for four hours, and then Jay would catch his share as she took over surveillance.


  Maybe, Tal thought, they’d even grab a dip in that one nearby cave pool just before dawn, if things were quiet. Tal was dying to scrub off the fine dirt and grit that always worked beneath her uniform, no matter how hard she tried to stay clean. Her skin was always raw and badly chafed after an op.


  Jay remained low in the hide, not revealing any of his lean body. He came over and lay next to her on some blankets she’d put down for him. He was only five foot seven, five inches shorter than she, and weighed around a hundred and fifty pounds.


  Tal always teased him and called him skinny, but Jay was a lot stronger than he looked. The guy could carry an eighty-pound ruck for twelve hours, if needed. He was one tough Marine.


  “The spooks are saying the Taliban had thirty-five hundred men come across yesterday, mostly during the day,” he reported now.


  “Jeez,” Tal said in a low voice. They always spoke in normal tones, but to whisper would more easily catch the attention of any Taliban who might be in the area. “That’s a helluva lot.”


  “Yeah, they’re jumpy about it. Also, there were three caravans of Bactrian camels, about thirty in each group, carrying fertilizer supplies last night. It’s all going to Taliban bomb makers everywhere in this country. It’s resupply time.”


  Shaking her head, Tal muttered, “I wish we’d been set up last night. We could have called in the B-52s and dropped JDAMs on them, wiping them off the face of the earth.”


  “Yeah,” Jay said, rubbing his dark brown beard with his long fingers. “By the way, Major Dickenson wants us to use those two egress points. He wants GPS on any camel, donkey, or human caravans, if any more come across tonight. But he won’t want them bombing our ridge, because that could kill us. What they’re planning on doing is sending up a drone to keep an eye on where these caravans go. Might give them some leads as to who the Taliban are dropping off these bags of fertilizer for.”


  “Good plan,” Tal murmured. “Anything on Sidiq?”


  “Nothing. Not yet. Cell phone chatter is high, but it’s the spring offensive.”


  She cursed softly, watching the traffic dwindle to nothing as the sun moved closer to the eastern horizon. It made her feel good to know the drone was above them and had their position. It would prevent them from being killed by friendly fire from a drone Predator or combat jets flying overhead.


  Her thoughts suddenly swung to Wyatt. What was he doing? Lying on her stomach on the smooth rocks instead of snuggling up against his long, hard body made her yearn for him. Even now, her body stirred with delicious memories of his touch, his mouth upon hers.


  Her fantasies were interrupted when Tal saw Jay slowly rise to his hands and knees. “Hungry? I can make us two breakfast MREs.”


  “Yes, thanks.” Her stomach growled, and Tal grinned. “That was a double-check.”


  Caldwell chuckled softly and crawled into the back of their hide.


  Tal’s mind clicked over the pros and cons of their hide position. She would have a 180-degree line of sight from here, which was excellent for a sniper. But if any Taliban came over that ridge behind them, she and Jay wouldn’t hear them until they were very close. The wind was blowing haphazardly right now, but she knew that either she or Jay would have to dig out the other end of their hide and place Jay’s M4 rifle there. Then he’d have to routinely check above the ridge with the scope from time to time.


  They were also wary of young Afghani boys who herded their village’s goats up here. Jay’s investigation had revealed that it had been a long time since goats were in this area. Tal silently hoped it would remain that way.


  If she heard the tinkling of goat bells, that would be a bad sign. Goats were curious, bold animals, and if they got a human scent, they’d waltz up to investigate their hide. Then she and Jay would definitely be screwed. What made it a tough call was that you couldn’t tell if a young boy herding animals was pro-or anti-American.


  Tal didn’t like her choices, and she knew she would never kill a child. She didn’t give a damn what anyone said about her ethics and morals. Sure, snipers were taught to take out targets, no matter their age or gender. She’d never told anyone about her inability to shoot a child, and she prayed that she’d never be in a position to have to make that decision.


  As Tal slowly panned along the border with her scope, she wondered how Matt and Alexa were doing. She loved seeing them when events conspired to get one or both of them in Bagram while she was there.


  Jay was making breakfast behind her, and she could smell the food heating up in the MREs. Her stomach growled again. Speaking of appetites, her mind kept swinging back to Wyatt. How she missed him, that lazy Texas smile, that sexy drawl, and his take-no-prisoners brilliant mind. Most of all, Tal missed his deep understanding of her. How had he gotten that way? How did he know how to handle people so well?


  Sometimes, Tal felt he knew her better than she knew herself. That was fine with her. She trusted him with her life, her heart. And yes, even her future. She tried to quell her worry over losing him as she’d lost Brian.


  She frowned as it got lighter on the eastern horizon. For the first time, Tal felt hopeful about her future. Why? Was it because her family was bringing her into Artemis Security? Was she looking forward to a job that was safe in comparison with this one? She knew her parents worried about their children, all of whom were in a combat zone. None of them had safe careers. They could die at any time.


  Tal wasn’t sure she’d be able to let her own kids enter the military. She didn’t know if she would have the guts to stand by like her parents had and be okay with her child’s decision to live a life of danger. Her love for her parents had always been there, but as Tal got older, she appreciated them even more. They had never interfered with what any of their children wanted to do. To have all three children in high danger all the time had to be a kind of hell they lived with every day.


  She was grateful when Jay interrupted her thoughts.


  “Hey, breakfast is served,” he said, coming up and placing her MRE next to her elbow. “Anything through the scope?”


  Tal eased away from her rifle and sat up. “Thanks, Jay,” she said gratefully. “No, so far it’s fairly quiet. Everything’s ramping up. Now we get the boring daylight hours to count people moving across the border,” she said wryly.


  Jay sat nearby, leaning against the rocky wall of their hide. He was wearing his dark green baseball cap on his longish brown hair. It wasn’t down to his shoulders yet but soon would be.


  “So?” Jay said, spooning into his MRE bag. “How are things going in your life?” He looked at her as a close friend might, sensing a change in her but not sure what it was.


  Tal sat opposite him. “Hey, let’s talk about you. How’s Linda? How are your adorable kids?” She knew that Jay had probably put two and two together about her and Wyatt, but she wasn’t admitting it to anyone yet. Not even Jay.


  “I Skyped her before we left, and she had a surprise for me. She’s pregnant.”


  “That makes four! Congratulations, Jay. Lucky kids . . . is Linda happy about it?”


  He laughed softly. “Yeah, but she told me that I have to get out of this business and get my ass home and become a real father. She’s tired of being mom and dad to our brood. I can’t say I blame her.”


  Tal nodded, thinking the same thing. “You know, we’re getting older,” she admitted. “And maybe it’s time for you to hang up your rifle instead of always being out on the front lines, Jay.” Tal saw him look down, weighing her words. There was worry in his eyes, and Tal could appreciate his wife’s pleas for him to come home soon.


  Jay loved Linda and his children. He went through a mild depression every time he had to deploy back here. The military was a killer for families, there was just no question.


  “I’ve been toying with the idea,” he hesitantly admitted. “But what civilian job is there for a sniper? That’s all I’m qualified for.”


  “Have you thought of working with a security company? Being a PSD—a personal security detail? A bodyguard? Or how about the CIA?” Tal knew if he did, he’d be away from home a lot, depending upon where his assignment was—and it could be anywhere in the world. The U.S. government now ran its own in-house security. Although this function had originally been in the private sector, one civilian security corporation messed up, and after that the CIA started running its own internal security company.


  “Yeah,” he grumped unhappily. He pointed to one of his knees. “You know, I have arthritis in them already. It’s from carrying all these heavy rucks and crawling around on rocks and shit. I don’t even know if I’d pass a physical exam to get into the CIA at this point.”


  And that was the issue, Tal thought. She was lucky she had a job waiting for her, one she was eager to step into. “Yeah, my knees aren’t stellar at this point, either.”


  “No way! You’re amazing,” Jay said. “You can out-hump most other Marines, hands down, gal or guy.”


  “Thanks to my good old family genes,” Tal laughed quietly.


  Jay grinned. He quickly consumed his MRE and folded up the pouches, placing them in a plastic bag. There could be no odors left to attract wild animals or alert Afghans or Taliban who might be in the area. “Yeah, well, with Linda pregnant again, I’m going to have to give my next gig some serious thought. Maybe go back to school, get into the computer industry, redefine myself and my skill set.”


  “That could work,” Tal murmured. “You’re a geek at heart.” Like Wyatt, who was a brilliant software writer. “And you’re not a novice with computers. There’s a reason why the CIA calls and begs you to repair their hardware when it breaks down at Bagram. You’re really good at it, Jay.”


  She wasn’t exaggerating. He was an excellent troubleshooter, and Tal knew he could make magic with those machines. Even the CIA recognized his skills, although he had no formal training. Jay had grown up playing computer games, and now it was all wired into his brain.


  “I gotta do something. My enlistment is up in another six months. I’m really feeling the pressure to make major changes, Tal. The Corps is going to keep me where I am unless I get reassigned to sniper school as an instructor, but that’s a two-year gig, and then I’ll be right back in the field again. Linda’s freaking out now that I’m in danger again on this deployment. Let’s face it, I could get killed. She doesn’t need this kind of stress while she’s pregnant.” He frowned and shook his head.


  Tal sympathized with his frustration. She knew he loved his wife more than life itself. She had never seen a happier relationship than Jay’s when it came to Marine Corps marriages. “I see her point. She’ll have four children, and you’ll be gone most of the time,” Tal said. She finished her MRE, taking the plastic bag Jay handed to her and stuffing the pouches into it.


  “Hey, I’m with her on this, believe me,” he went on. “And I know this has been weighing on us ever since Chantal, our youngest, was born. That was two years ago.”


  Tal knew that Jay had photos of all his children on the inside of his locker door, where they were safe. He couldn’t carry anything personal out here in case he was captured.


  “Well, you’re a smart guy, Jay, and you’ll figure this out. If there’s anything Major Dickenson or I can do to help you, let us know.” Tal was technically his superior and took good care of her enlisted people; to her, they were like a second family. She saw the unhappiness in Jay’s blue eyes as he stared down at the rocks, and she felt how torn he was now that Linda was carrying their third child. Tal knew he wanted to be home to support his wife, to help her care for their other three kids. This was a hard life on the spouse who was always overseas and deployed, in more ways than one.


  “Thanks,” he said finally, giving her a nod. “I love being a sniper, but as I’ve gotten older, my priorities have changed pretty drastically.”


  She reached out, patting his slumped shoulder. “Hang in there. Things will change. Some doors will close and others will open up, but you’ve got your priorities straight. I’ll miss you when you leave, but I know you’ll be better off and so will your family.” Right now, Tal could tell no one that she was turning in her commission or that she was going to head up her family security company. Wyatt was the only one who knew, and he would keep her secret. She’d have liked to offer Jay a job, but now was not the time to discuss it. She would talk about it with him as she came closer to leaving the Marine Corps.


  He cut her a sad glance. “You’re not only the best sniper I’ve ever been paired with, but you’re one hell of an officer.” His voice lowered with feeling. “I know out in the civilian world, I’ll never find a boss as good as you are, Tal.”


  Tal reached out and squeezed his shoulder, feeling a fierce loyalty toward him. “You’re the best partner I’ve ever had, too. And as a spotter, you’re tops. I’m the one who feels lucky here.” She saw him rally a little, a slight flush appearing on his cheeks. Jay was a humble man, intense, focused, and a killer with details. A sniper personality through and through. And his ability to take orders and be 100 percent responsible in his position would make him an outstanding candidate for some lucky company—hopefully she could offer him a job at Artemis.


  But so often, Tal knew, veterans were overlooked, despite the fact that they brought the best attributes to any civilian company. They were responsible, team players, hard workers, and loyal to a fault, rare in today’s business world.


  “Let’s trade places,” she told him. Snipers usually pulled two hours on the scope and two off. It was Jay’s turn and he nodded.


  Tal moved away from the rifle position and took out her Toughbook, set it on her crossed legs, and attached the sat phone to it. She had to give a report twice a day on their location and what was happening, get feedback from CIA headquarters, and then pass it on to Marine Recon HQ. While she did her daily office work out in the field, Jay would be alert and guarding them.


  Her heart centered on Wyatt. What was he doing right now? Was he over at the chow hall having breakfast? Gearing up for his own mission along with his other men, who were also going out on DAs shortly? She was sure he was more than busy. Tal wished she could talk to him, explore him, and continue to learn about him as a person. Most of all, she loved his stories. He was so good at telling them, too. Not everyone who told a story did it right or well, but he did. She wondered if his mother had read to him as a child. There was so much she ached to know about Wyatt. At the same time, Tal felt terror insidiously worming its way into her heart. Terror that he could be killed out on this forthcoming op.


  Hating war, but for now a part of it, Tal typed in her password as the sat phone linked up with some overhead, unseen satellite passing across this part of the globe. Waiting for the link to sync, she watched the rear of their hide. If they were exposed or discovered, they would have to leave in a heartbeat. They lived in their hide as if that could happen at any moment. Rucks were closed and prepared to be shrugged into swiftly.


  She watched as Jay quietly began moving a few rocks, getting comfortable on his belly. They had a counter, and each person crossing into Afghanistan was another addition on the small handheld computer device.


  She returned to her duties on the scope. Her radio glowed green, and she answered it. Sidiq Sharan was at the border! A drone overhead had identified him. Her heart raced. She quickly took the GPS info from the operator of the drone and traded places with Jay. Tal settled in on her belly, swung her Win-Mag in that direction. Sure enough, there was the bastard, on horseback, with ten other men. And it was a challenging one-mile shot.


  Tal quickly told Jay and he came over, set up his spotter scope, located Sharan, and began giving her input. Tal swallowed hard, excitement thrumming through her. Ordinarily, she was calm, and her heart rate didn’t even rise. But now it did. Jay gave her vital information, and she adjusted the settings on her Win-Mag. She followed the Pakistani, who rode in the center of the group. She was sure the men with him were all his soldiers, surrounding him to keep him safe. Well, he wasn’t safe this time, and her mouth drew into a thin, grim line as got ready to fire the rifle.


  Jay was on the radio now with Bagram black ops headquarters. They would have to be given permission to fire at Sidiq. Tal checked and rechecked that it was Sidiq Sharan. The drone operator sent the photo of him among his mounted riders. And then, the order was given.


  Tal brushed the two-pound trigger on her .300 Win-Mag. The harsh bark of it filled the air. The power of the bullet rippled, literally, down through Tal’s entire body. She knew Jay would watch the bullet fly.


  “Missed!” Jay said, “Wait . . . ”


  Cursing silently, Tal reloaded. Snipers missed their targets sometimes. She wanted a second chance.


  “I’ll be damned,” Jay growled as he listened closely to a radio transmission coming into his ear. He looked over at her, “a Delta Force team on the ground just killed him. He gave her a grin. “Head shot. He’s dead.”


  Personal satisfaction flowed through her, but Tal kept it to herself. She got on the radio, on the same channel, speaking in a low, unruffled voice to the unit at Bagram. And she received verification from the drone far overhead, real-time pictures of Sidiq being ripped out of the saddle of his white Arabian stallion and hurled six feet to the ground, a crumpled and very dead man. She’d find out when she got back to Bagram, which Delta Team had taken him down. It could have been Matt’s team. She signed off.


  “Well done,” she told Jay, who was grinning like a fool. Her spotter knew how important it was for her to kill this sick bastard. They did a high five. Inside, she was elated, wanting to whoop and do a victory dance, but under the circumstances, she couldn’t act on those feelings.


  Jay eased up, gave her a gentle pat on her shoulder, and then went back to his position. “We’re going to have to move the hide,” he told her. The flash of the bullet would have instantly pointed out their location to the snipers across the border, who, Jay was sure, were already zeroing in on their position. In a few hours, a Taliban group could be climbing this mountain to locate them. And locate them they would. If Apaches were flying over, they’d hunker down and wait them out before exposing themselves across that plain. If seen, the combat helicopters would fire and take them out. Still, they needed to move their hide within an hour.


  Tal’s radio beeped. She rolled to her side, settling the mic near her lips, and answered. It was a robot message telling her to receive a transmission on the handheld computer she carried in her pocket. There was a message waiting for her. Generally, that entailed a change of mission. What the hell? Pulling out the handheld computer, she hit a key and saw that their orders had changed. Mouth tightening, she began to read it and her heart caught. She pushed down her emotions as she read the words.


  “Jay?” she called, gesturing for him to come over.


  Jay quickly moved from his packing up duties, frowning. “What’s up?” he asked, kneeling opposite her.


  “Change of orders.” Tal tried to keep the grimness out of her voice. “We’re getting a SEAL team of six men in here tonight at 2100. They’re being brought in by a Night Stalker helo.”


  “What for?” he demanded, his voice mirroring his confusion.


  “That sat phone call where you put in the intel on the caves did it.” She rubbed her brow. “Major Dickenson has approved this change in our mission priority now that Sidiq has been taken out. The SEALs are going to be the ones to carry out recon on any other camel caravans possibly coming across, starting tonight.”


  “What? Once the caravans come across again and follow their ratlines, are the SEALs going to shadow their progress into the country?”


  Shrugging, Tal said, “I don’t know. I would think so, but the orders aren’t spelling out the details of the SEAL op with us.”


  “Where are they making their base of operation?”


  “I would think in one of those caves you discovered. They sure as hell can’t sit in our hide with us because we’re moving. Sidiq is dead, but we still have a lot to do here after we get another hide location.”


  Jay said, “During the spring buildup, the CIA throws every available black ops group they can get their hands on into this area to stop the border crossings. Thirty-five hundred men coming across in daylight hours probably made everyone back at Bagram hit the panic button. But it’s the caravans coming across in the night hours they’re really after.” He shot her a grin.


  But Tal didn’t smile back. Her gaze had fallen on the end of the change of orders. For some reason, she wasn’t surprised to see that the leader of the SEAL team was going to be Chief Wyatt Lockwood.


  


  


  
    CHAPTER 14
  


  WYATT COULD BARELY contain his relief when he met Tal in her hide. She’d sent Jay through the tunnel in the upper cave to meet the MH-47 that off-loaded his SEAL team during the night. Wyatt had asked Jay to help get his men settled in by showing them the cave system. Everyone was congratulating the spotter on helping to take out Sidiq Sharan. He was a big fish in the little pond. Jogging down the tunnel, his infrared goggles making it easy to see his way, he switched his radio frequency to the one Tal used and clicked it once. That meant that he was coming to her hide and not to shoot him by mistake, thinking he was Taliban sneaking up on her. Jay and her had moved their hide to another area near an entrance/exit point of a cave about half a mile from where the original one had been.


  Wyatt received one click back—Tal’s acknowledgment that he was coming. It was near 2330, and the freezing night winds roared as he made his way out of the cave, keeping low to avoid enemy eyes from across the valley. Wyatt had worked in this region many times before and knew there were al-Qaeda snipers a mile away with infrared telescopes. They were aimed at picking up body heat on this side of the mountain.


  Wyatt had crouched near a rocky cliff and the overhang. For the last hundred feet, he crawled on his belly until he made it to the rear entrance of Tal’s hide. Now, seeing her on the scope of her Win-Mag, slowly panning and watching the active border, he wanted to grab her and hold her tight. Even in the dark, with her bulky clothes, she was beautiful. Damn it, he thought, surprised that he was finding it so tough to put his emotions on hold.


  Soundlessly, he made his way to her, six inches separating them, keeping his head below the lip of their newly situated hide. He kept his voice low but didn’t have to worry. With the winds howling around them, no one was going to hear them talking.


  “Hey, how’s it going?” he asked amiably.


  Whipping around, she glared at him. “What the hell are you doing here, Wyatt?”


  He grinned. “I suspected I’d get that sort of welcome from you, darlin’. And don’t worry, we’re alone. I asked Jay to get my men settled in, show them around in that upper cave, and then we’ll set up for the night.”


  Tal was bristly, and he figured she probably thought he was taking over her turf. Settling in on his belly, he said, “Thought you might like to know that your brother, Matt, killed Sidiq. Good piece of shooting by him. His team was your backup in case the sniper shot didn’t go down as planned. There’s a party being planned at Bagram, celebrating what your brother did.” He saw some of her tense expression dissolve. He knew how much this meant to Tal. She deserved to know it was her brother who took the infamous bastard to his grave.


  “Thanks. I’m still in shock over it. I didn’t know Matt and his team were in place at the border crossing.” She frowned, studying Wyatt darkly. “I figure us taking out Sharan’s two sons will put other things in motion, like your team being up here.”


  “Look, they’re getting record numbers flowing over the border, and the CIA wanted more than just the two of you out here. I’d have made the same call. And we were in transit to your mountain when we found out Matt nailed your HVT.”


  “I first thought you were trying to protect me out here.”


  Patiently, he drawled, “That has nothing to do with what’s going on right now, Tal. Major Dickenson, along with me, our three SEAL officers, and Delta Force/CAG, was ordered to show up at a last-minute meeting called by the CIA yesterday afternoon. Jay’s conference call yesterday made everyone jump. They’re freaking out at the number of men and materials that came across the border.” Secretly? Yeah, he damn well had engineered part of the overarching mission to be in the vicinity of Tal and Jay. They were in one of the most dangerous places for a sniper pair to be. And he wasn’t about to apologize for manipulating the mission. But there was no way Wyatt was ever going to admit it to Tal. He had no wish to demean her or give her the impression he saw her as less than the competent sniper she was. Wyatt loved Tal; he didn’t want to hurt her feelings, and he knew he would if he admitted the truth. This was one of those white lies that would go to the grave with him.


  “Well, there’s more going on tonight,” she warned him, holding up her clicker in her right hand, constantly pressing it, counting the enemy. “They’re pouring across right now and I’m keeping count.”


  He inhaled her musky scent and had to hand it to her. When she knew she was going out on an op, she washed her hair with Afghan lye soap, scrubbed her skin with it, and never wore makeup of any kind. If passing Taliban smelled lye soap on the wind, they would think nothing of it. But if Tal used any other soap, scented or not, the Taliban would instantly know an enemy was in the immediate area. And they’d ruthlessly hunt them all down based on that scent alone.


  Tal was still upset, and the energy was radiating off her big-time. She didn’t like her op being changed when she was out in the field, and Wyatt completely understood. Snipers always worked alone or as a team of two.


  “Look,” he said evenly, “if it makes you feel any better, they were going to send out a Delta/CAG unit to hang around here with you.” He saw her snap her head toward him, her eyes blazing like glittering obsidian. He knew when she had more information that her fire would be reduced from boil to simmer.


  “I stepped up to the plate and volunteered my SEAL team instead,” he admitted. “I reasoned with them that the Marines are part of the Navy, and it’s our right to ask for this mission, not give it to the doggy Army.” Her mouth relaxed a little and he saw a hint of a smile. He grinned as he got his hoped-for response. “The SEAL Officer In Charge wanted to head it up, but I pulled rank on him,” he chuckled softly.


  “Yeah, a chief always runs the platoon,” Tal muttered, shaking her head, hiding her smile. She would never admit to him that she was honestly glad to see him. She just didn’t want Wyatt here as a big, overprotective guard dog to her and Jay.


  She appeared less tense after the explanation, and Wyatt breathed a partial sigh of relief. “It was me or the OIC. Which do you prefer?” he asked softly.


  She heard something in his tone. “You, of course. But why are you here, Wyatt? I just took out my HVT. That muzzle flash of mine is going to draw the attention of those al-Qaeda snipers out there trying to locate us on this slope. And I’m sure they will. We moved this hide.”


  “Relax,” he whispered, reaching out, sliding his hand gently across her tight, bunched shoulder. “My men know you have a hide over here. They aren’t going to come waltzing into that cave, just to be picked up on an enemy’s infrared scope. We’re better than that.”


  “I guess you’re right,” she admitted wearily.


  “Hey,” he said, taking advantage of her mood shift, “you’re kind of tightly wound.” He began to knead her neck, feeling her muscles grudgingly respond.


  Tal groaned. “That feels so good . . .”


  Wyatt said soothingly, “Hey, darlin’, we’re not messing with your op. In fact, in a few minutes, I’ll be leaving your hide and joining my team up in that cave. If you and Jay spot a caravan coming across, radio us, give us a GPS reading, and we’ll be in that tunnel heading to the opposite side from where you are. The ratlines and goat paths are on that side, and that’s where they’ll go and we’ll be waiting on them.”


  “And then what?”


  “The CIA is changing tactics,” he told her. “They want us to follow one of these caravans, see where they stop, and take photos of whoever receives the fertilizer.”


  “Last night, three caravans came across, Wyatt. You only have a small team and can’t possibly follow them all.”


  “No, we’ll take the first one. And if there are others who come across, they’ll fly other black ops units out here to follow them. The CIA will send us more drones with video to follow each one of them. Once we follow our caravan to the stops they’ll make, we’ll get the intel back to CIA HQ. We’ll take photos and then other black ops units will be assigned to make a visit to the villages and capture the bomb makers.”


  She nodded. “That’s not a bad change of plans, really. It actually makes sense.”


  “I think it’s brilliant,” Wyatt said. “We’ve been blowing these caravans to hell with JDAM bombs dropped from B-52s. And while that works, we’re not identifying the men inside this country linked with al-Qaeda who are making these IEDs. We’ll let them live and then bring them to justice in another way.”


  “Did you see Matt at that meeting?”


  He heard the worry in her low voice for her younger brother. “No. His team has already been assigned to follow the second camel caravan, if there is one tonight, to its destination villages. But I haven’t seen or talked to him lately.”


  “What are they going to do, Wyatt? Send the arrested bomb makers back to Bagram, to the CIA, to be interrogated?”


  “That’s the plan. We’ll make examples of them to the rest of the villages with pro-Taliban elements in them. Show them that even though Americans are supposedly out of Afghanistan, the shadow warriors are still here, and we still have a set of teeth in our mouths.”


  “Wait . . .”


  He felt her tense as she watched intently through the scope of her Win-Mag. The wind stilled for a moment, and he wondered what she’d spotted.


  “There’s a caravan coming across. It’s still inside the Pak border, but give it ten minutes,” she told him in a low tone, her hand going to the scope, fine-tuning the magnification as she ranged it. A caravan of double-humped camels loaded down with fertilizer bags slowly approached the border. Their loads were all covered with tarps, but that didn’t matter. After ten years of war and smuggling, everyone knew what they were carrying.


  “Give me the GPS once they cross the border,” Wyatt said, slowly getting to his knees and pulling out his own electronic unit to input the numbers. It took another fifteen minutes.


  Wyatt enjoyed watching Tal work as she called out the GPS numbers to him.


  “I need Jay,” she said. “Can he come back here?”


  “Sure.” Wyatt knew that snipers generally stayed two hours on a rifle and then took a break while their partner took another two hours at the scope. She was probably exhausted. It was hard, continuously focused work.


  His radio clicked. Turning on his earpiece, he was in immediate contact with the team lead petty officer, or LPO, Jason Drummond. “Yeah?” he spoke quietly into the mic close to his lips.


  “We have a medical situation, Chief. Can you get up here right now?”


  “What is it?” Wyatt demanded, scowling. He didn’t need a medical emergency right now. Sonofabitch!


  “It’s Sergeant Jay Caldwell. He just went down. You’re our medic and I need you to evaluate him ASAP.”


  “Roger. I’ll be there in ten. Out.” He turned and asked Tal, “Does Jay have any medical issues that you know of?”


  She pulled her eye away from the scope, startled. “Jay? No. He’s healthy as a horse. Why do you ask?”


  “My LPO just called. Jay’s down. I have to get up there and find out what’s going on. As soon as I know, I’ll fill you in by radio.”


  He saw her eyes flare with surprise, then quickly fill with worry. He squeezed Tal’s shoulder and headed out.


  Tal tried to tamp down her concern about Jay. She was stunned. What the hell had happened? She tried to stay focused on her job, watching the border, keeping a count of every person, truck, and animal that crossed. But she was dying to call Wyatt, and it took everything she had to wait. Jay was her right hand, and she knew without a doubt that if he was in serious medical trouble, she was in trouble, too. She depended on him. And even more important, he was like a brother to her. There was no one who could replace him. It meant an end to her op, because she couldn’t remain alone as a sniper. She had to have a spotter. Her heart sank.


  “Captain Culver?”


  Tal pulled away from the scope and sat up, dealing with the radio call from Wyatt. She knew he had to speak formally to her because every member of his team was on this same channel. “Yes, Chief?”


  “Sergeant Caldwell, from what I can tell after examining him, either is having a gallstone attack or has pancreatitis, but I can’t tell which. He’s in a lot of pain, and we’ve called in a medevac. Two Apaches are coming in to escort it.”


  Tal cursed silently. Not only was her mission busted, but her newly moved hide was, too. The snipers across the border would sure as hell hear the helicopter coming in, not to mention the Apaches buzzing around the ridge. Although all the helos would run without lights, the Taliban would hear them, and between that and Sidiq’s being killed, they’d be crawling all over this mountain by morning.


  “Does he need surgery?” she demanded, needing to see Jay, to let him know she was there for him, however he needed her—as his superior officer or as his friend. Tal knew gallstone attacks were painful as hell and completely incapacitated a person. Sometimes, if the stone was stuck in the bile duct, immediate surgery had to be performed.


  “Don’t know, ma’am. They’ll take him to Bagram’s hospital and give him a complete workup.”


  “What’s the ETA on the medevac?” She looked down and pulled the flap from across the radium dials of her watch.


  “One hour.”


  “Okay, I’m coming up. I want to be with him until you take him out to the LZ, landing zone, to be picked up.”


  “Roger that.”


  Well, hell! She flipped the covers down on the scope. Her op was finished here anyway. She called in to Recon HQ, telling them what had happened. Luckily, Major Dickenson was there, and she talked to him directly.


  “Major,” she said, “I need your counterorder.” Spring buildup among the military was called the Surge, when thousands of enemy soldiers flooded the Af-Pak border, coming into Afghanistan to fight the Americans. It was a hectic time of year and was the most active for a sniper.


  “I’m authorizing you to remain in that area, Captain Culver. Find another new hide and settle in.”


  Tal’s brows rose. She had been expecting him to tell her to get on the medevac and come back to Bagram with Jay.


  “Sir? I don’t understand. I’m without a spotter.” She knew SEALs often sent out a lone sniper without a spotter. They had their own sniper school and did things differently. The Marine Corps always worked in a team of two: sniper and spotter. What did Dickenson expect? That she’d stay out here alone? She could, but it would be hell on her. It meant getting five-or ten-minute catnaps instead of four hours of solid, unbroken sleep so she could be at her best, for starters. Plus, she wouldn’t have anyone who could be her eyes and ears behind her in the hide. It was a whole different ball game to be out in the badlands without a partner.


  “Negative, Captain. I’m assigning you Chief Lockwood instead.”


  What??? She nearly gasped but clamped down on the reaction. “But, sir, he’s not sniper trained.”


  “Yes, Captain, he is. He went through SEAL sniper school and is qualified. As soon as they get Jay off that mountain and back here, he’s going to join you. Your hide is blown with those birds coming in, so you’ll be in charge, and you’re going to have to find another hide in the area. It’s Surge time. I need every available sniper we have out there on that area. We want you to keep tabs on how many men and camel caravans are coming over the Af-Pak border.”


  Her mind spun with shock. “He’s . . . a sniper?” she demanded, her voice shaking with disbelief.


  “Yes, he is, Captain.”


  Tal knew all these radio transmissions were recorded at Bagram. Tom Dickenson was speaking officially, but she knew he was anxious. He was probably worried that she wouldn’t want to be paired with a SEAL. But his allowing her to stay also meant he needed her out in the field with the Surge going on. She had never worked with a SEAL spotter or sniper. This was an odd-couple pairing, at best.


  She rallied, feeling some relief that she’d be able to keep the op active. “Roger that, sir. As soon as I can, once Sergeant Caldwell is picked up, Chief Lockwood and I will leave this hide and search for another one ASAP. Once we find it, I’ll be calling in the GPS.”


  “Excellent, Captain.”


  She wondered what would happen to the rest of Wyatt’s team. Were they flying back on the medevac, leaving him alone with her? Was their mission busted too? Compressing her lips, she said, “Roger, sir. Out.”


  Now was not the time to ask a lot of questions. Tal hurriedly got her ruck on her shoulders, slipped the Win-Mag into its protective nylon sheath, and crept out the rear of the hide. Outdoors, she worked quickly and silently to pull the tarp and drag it with her to the rock overhang. She wanted to leave no hint for the Taliban that they’d been here.


  Once near the cliff, she remained on her belly, dragging the tarp toward her, and when it was folded up, she gripped it in her left hand and moved slowly toward the dark maw of the cave.


  She entered the cave and called Wyatt on his SEAL radio channel.


  “I’m in the cave, Chief. Coming up in about five minutes. Out.”


  “Roger. Out.”


  She was very worried about Jay. As a paramedic, she was as skilled as any combat corpsman. Hurrying up the tunnel, pushing hard, Tal urgently wanted to see what shape he was in. She needed to sit with him, tell him he’d be okay, and reassure him that it would all turn out fine.


  Entering the SEALs’ cave, she saw a small light. Jay was lying down on a blanket provided by one of the SEALs. She saw the sweat on his face, his eyes closed, his knees pulled up to ease the strain against his abdomen. That was a typical position for someone who had gallstone colic.


  Wyatt was kneeling nearby, taking Jay’s blood pressure, the cuff around his upper right arm. Jay lifted his head, sensing her, and Tal tried to get a handle on her emotions.


  The SEALs looked at her as she came in but remained where they were, standing guard, their M4s in chest harnesses.


  Tal’s focus was on Jay. She dropped the tarp near the wall and shrugged carefully out of her ruck, the Win-Mag Velcroed to the rear of it. Setting it gently on the rocky surface, she quickly walked over to Jay’s left side and knelt by him. His breathing was fast and shallow, and she reached out, closing her hand over his, which was fisted in pain.


  Jay instantly opened his eyes, and she was rocked by the level of pain she saw in them. His face was white, his mouth drawn down. He seemed to have aged twenty years in just an hour.


  “I just gave him some morphine,” Wyatt told her in a low tone. He took the cuff off Jay, wrapping it back up and stowing it in the medical ruck nearby. He placed his hand on Jay’s shoulder. “In about a minute, you should be getting some relief, buddy.”


  “Oh, God,” Jay gasped, wiping his arm across his furrowed brow. “I need it!”


  “Do you have a history of gallstones?” Tal asked him, giving him a sympathetic look.


  “No, but my dad does. He’s always getting attacks. Jesus, this is friggin’ painful,” Jay grunted.


  Wyatt lifted his head, holding her gaze. “Jay said his grandfather on his father’s side had them, too.”


  Tal grimaced. She squeezed Jay’s hand and released it, then went on one knee next to him. She touched his shoulder, wanting to somehow make him feel better. “Tough break about that DNA, buddy. But you’re in good hands. You’ll be fine, like the trouper you are.”


  “I’m sorry, Tal, I really am. I know how much this op meant to you,” Jay gasped between clenching his teeth. Sweat popped out on his brow and he groaned, slowly rolling to his side, pulling his legs tightly up toward his body.


  Tal saw Wyatt draw a blanket over Jay, and she was grateful for Wyatt’s nurturing nature. He was a good medic, keeping his full focus on Jay, who was having another attack. She had an awful feeling a stone was lodged in his bile duct, which would mean immediate surgery, and worried that Linda might miscarry if she got the news. Someone would have to gently tell her what had happened to her husband and that, hopefully, he would be fine.


  The LPO, Drummond, came over, his gaze on Lockwood. “Chief, another five minutes and we’re going to have to take him down to that LZ.”


  Wyatt nodded and stood. He glanced over at Tal. “Can you stay with him for a moment?”


  She nodded, her hand resting lightly on Jay’s hunched shoulder.


  Getting up, Wyatt pulled out the folded stretcher he always carried on the outside of his medical ruck. He and Drummond quickly unsnapped it and placed it on the floor next to Jay. It was a good, strong stretcher. Wyatt stood and gestured to the LPO to follow him out of earshot of Tal and Jay.


  Tal saw the concern on the other SEALs’ faces as Jay went from bad to worse, panting for breath from the pain. She wished that morphine would take hold! She saw Wyatt talking with his LPO and suddenly realized that the same care and consideration Wyatt had bestowed upon her was now being given to Jay.


  She saw the trust and respect his men had for him, just from reading their faces. Now getting Jay medical help was everyone’s focus. She glanced down and saw the morphine was beginning to kick in. Jay was no longer breathing as hard and was starting to relax a little out of his tight fetal position. She ran her hand gently down his shoulder, wishing she could do more for him.


  She saw Wyatt turn, his face unreadable, and Tal told Jay, “They’re going to get you on the stretcher now. We’ll make sure you’re kept warm.”


  He barely nodded. “W-what about my ruck?”


  Wyatt heard him and knelt opposite Tal. “No worries, Jay, we’ve got your back.” He looked at Tal. “My team’s taking him down and they’ll take his ruck, too. The LPO will now be the leader of this op for us. I’ll be staying here to assist you.”


  “Good,” she said.


  Jay frowned, slowly rolling onto his back, pulling the blanket up to his chest. “Aren’t you coming back with me, Tal?”


  She saw the pain receding in his darkened eyes. “No. I’m staying here.”


  “She’s got me taking your place,” Wyatt teased him with a drawl, smiling.


  Jay gave them a confused look.


  Tal moved her hand across his sweaty brow. “Jay, stop worrying about it, okay? Just focus on getting better, not on me. Not this op. I’ll be fine with Chief Lockwood as my spotter. He’s a trained SEAL sniper, so no worries. Okay?” She smiled gently down at him.


  She knew how close Jay was to her, and he was always protective of her. Now he was being removed from his job, and he didn’t feel good about leaving her behind and, in his mind, unprotected.


  “Yeah . . . I guess . . . God, I’m sorry, Tal . . . ,” he choked out.


  She smoothed locks of his long hair away from his sweaty face. “You didn’t do this on purpose,” she chided him gently. “I just want you out of here and in the hospital.”


  “Linda’s gonna freak . . .”


  “I’m handling that,” Wyatt reassured him in a firm tone, gripping his shoulder to emphasize his words. “We know your wife is pregnant. I’m already in touch with Major Dickenson, and he’s going to meet you at the hospital. Linda will not be told anything until you’re diagnosed. He’s not going to call her and scare her without any further news about your condition. Okay?” Wyatt looked firmly into Jay’s anguished eyes.


  “Yeah . . . good . . . good, that will help a lot . . . thanks.” He licked his lips, closing his eyes.


  Wyatt gestured for two of his SEALs to come over. “Okay, Jay, we’re going to get you on that stretcher. Hang in there with us.” He rose, going to Jay’s head while the other two SEALs carefully picked him up off the floor and settled him in the litter.


  Tal got up, taking the other blanket and gently tucking it in around him. “Jay, everything’s going to be okay.”


  He opened his eyes to slits. “P-promise?”


  She grinned and nodded. “That’s a promise.”


  The two SEALs lifted the litter between them. The other SEALs started out of the tunnel, their M4s up and ready to fire in case they ran into opposition outside the entrance. Sooner or later there would be Taliban crawling all over this area because Sidiq had been taken out. It was just a question of when it would happen.


  Wyatt smiled down at Jay. “You’re going for a bumpy ride, but the morphine has taken hold, so you should be pretty comfortable on the way to the exfil spot.”


  “O . . . okay,” Jay whispered, closing his eyes, “I can barely think . . .”


  “You’ll probably go to sleep in a minute, buddy. Take care. I’ll come see you when we get back off this op, and so will Captain Culver.”


  Tal swallowed and stepped back, watching the SEALs quickly take Jay out of the cave. Tears burned in her eyes and she turned away, taking quick swipes at them.


  “Hey,” Wyatt murmured, walking over to her. He placed a hand on her shoulder. “He’s going to be okay. Even if there’s a stone stuck in that duct, Jay will get the surgery he needs in time.” He cocked his head, catching her gaze, his hand tightening on her shoulder.


  Tal could feel the energy, the warmth Wyatt was infusing into her. His hand was large and gentle on her shoulder, and right then, it was exactly what she needed. “Thanks, Wyatt . . . you were wonderful with Jay.”


  “My doc side,” he teased. “Listen, I’m going out that tunnel, and I’ll be in radio contact with the helos and Drummond. Once we get Jay lifted off, you and I can sit down and decide what we’re going to do next as a sniper team. Okay?”


  “I’ll go with you. There’s no sense in me sitting here alone for an hour. I need to do something . . .” Her worry about Jay was paramount. “Jay’s like a brother to me,” she admitted, her voice strained.


  “I can tell that, and you’ve a right to be stressed by all of this stuff going on.” He released her and rasped, “Come here,” opening his arms to her.


  Because they were alone, Tal turned and walked into his embrace. They couldn’t get close because they wore level-three ceramic plates in their Kevlar vests, but just the feel of his strong, caring arms moving around her shoulders was exactly what she needed. For a moment, Tal rested her head against Wyatt’s broad shoulder, feeling his fingers caressing her nape, sending warm prickles across her flesh.


  Closing her eyes, Tal allowed herself the luxury of leaning against him for just a moment. Her heart was with Jay right now, but she was grateful for Wyatt’s comforting arms. Love welled up fiercely within her heart for this man. They were in one of the most dangerous situations possible, and he made her feel safe. That staggered her.


  


  
    CHAPTER 15
  


  WYATT KNEW WHAT Tal needed now, and he held her close, but as a friend, not a lover. He respected her closeness to Jay and knew how much she cared for him. He felt the same way about his own men. Wyatt suspected that Jay had saved Tal, and vice versa, plenty of times, and that made for a real, deep connection.


  He wondered, as he held an exhausted Tal and pressed a light kiss to her temple. Was she afraid that she’d once again lose someone she cared about?


  Finally, Tal loosened her grip from around his waist and took a step back, lifting her chin, studying him in the cave’s deep silence. “Thanks, Wyatt,” she whispered. A faint smile tugged at one corner of her mouth, and she reached out with her gloved fingers to touch his cheek.


  “It’s been a tough twenty-four hours for you, Tal,” he acknowledged, taking her hand and gently squeezing it. Like her, he wore thick, protective gloves in this freezing climate.


  She flushed a moment, then said, “It sure has, and it’s not over yet. I guess we’d better get going.” She picked up the M4 that Jay had used, placing it in her gloved hands. “I want to make sure Jay gets out of here okay.” She grabbed her helmet and placed it on her head.


  Nodding, Wyatt pushed her gently ahead of him. “Go,” he said. “I’ll bring up the rear.” Because he loved her, and he always wanted to have her back. They quickly moved down the tunnel that would take them into the outer world. The wind was icy and gusting as Tal pulled down the NVGs from her helmet rail, where they sat until she needed them. She looked to the left, seeing the SEALs ahead of her, moving quickly. She heard Wyatt telling the last SEAL in line by radio that they were coming up on his six, or rear, so he wouldn’t think they were Taliban sneaking up on them.


  Through her NVGs, she could see the SEALs moving steadily down a narrow goat path with Jay on the stretcher between them. They were silent, although with this wicked north wind slamming into the Hindu Kush, no one could hear anything. It was a good thing they all had earpieces in place and their mics close to their lips.


  She forced herself to focus on getting to her destination. Tal was winded, chilled, and glad to stop two thousand feet lower, just inside a grove of trees, as she began to hear the sounds of helicopters coming their way. The men had laid Jay on the ground, and she knelt down on one knee near his head, making sure he remained covered. Wyatt had come over, spoken to Jay, and made sure he was as pain-free as possible, giving him a second dose of morphine. That, he promised Jay, would make him sleep on the flight to the hospital. Jay was semiconscious anyway, the morphine working already.


  The two Apaches flew overhead, prowling the darkness, their thumping blades reverberating and echoing harshly off the mountain slope as they used their infrared to detect any body heat near the assembled group below them. If there was body heat in the vicinity, they’d use the .50-caliber Gatling gun beneath the carriage of the Apache and destroy the enemy.


  After the Apaches made several passes, they allowed the Black Hawk medevac to land. Tal leaned down, kissing Jay’s sweaty brow, squeezing his hand, and then moving quickly out of the way.


  Everyone knelt inside the grove, their heads down, their backs to the ninety-mile-an-hour gusts kicked up by the Black Hawk as it landed on its tricycle gear in the clearing. The buffeting nearly knocked Tal over, and she gripped a small pine tree trunk to stop from toppling headfirst into the floor of wet pine needles. Jay was swiftly loaded on board, the crew chief directing them with sharp, quick hand gestures.


  Then the door was slid closed and locked, and the medevac lifted off with the spotter. The Apaches continued to prowl, like the air wolves they were, in a circular pattern around the medevac until it was in the air, and then all three helicopters thunked away to a higher and safer altitude.


  The gusting wind died down, and Tal slowly rose to her full height. She saw Wyatt go over to Drummond and speak privately with him for a few minutes. Meanwhile, the rest of the SEALs prepared to go to a lower altitude on the mountain. They were going to look for caves at around one thousand feet and see if they could hide in them until a camel caravan came their way.


  If none did, a drone would be assigned to watch the caravan coming their way, sending the awaiting SEAL team updated information. The SEALs would wait until the caravan ambled across the border. The team had a seven-day supply of food, so they were in for the long haul, just like Wyatt and Tal. They would then follow that caravan to see where the fertilizer was dropped off.


  Wyatt walked over to Tal after making sure his team was ready to hump the rugged trail for at least another four thousand feet down toward the valley floor far below them. Tal remained by a huge pine tree, allowing the trunk to protect her a bit from the icy winds. She waited patiently, her mind swinging from worrying about Jay to contemplating where they might find another hide.


  “Ready?” Wyatt asked, coming over and standing near her.


  Tal could feel his body heat, his solid male power, his absolute confidence. They had their NVGs down and in place. The goggles made his grim, bearded face look flat, green, and grainy, but they didn’t disguise his determination to get this mission under way once again.


  They switched to a private radio channel where they couldn’t be heard by his team.


  “Any ideas on where you’d like to set up a new hide since it just got compromised by those Apaches?” Wyatt asked.


  She shrugged. “Not yet. I’m sure those snipers across the border are interested in why those birds suddenly appeared. They were probably shocked that they didn’t head for the border to blast those bastards who are sneaking into this country with their Hellfire missiles.”


  “Keeps ’em guessing. Where to, darlin’?”


  They both knew without saying a word that from then on their lives would be on the line. It was professional-to-professional all the way. Their personal relationship would stay on the back burner until—if—they got back to base. Their survival depended on it.


  “I’ve been in the lower scree area on this mountain before.” Tal pulled out her handheld computer, pushed up her NVGs, and quickly brought up a map of the area. Turning it around, she handed it to him. Wyatt frowned, studying it.


  She pointed with her gloved finger at the map. “It’s a series of what I call cave pearls. There are caves strung together by a series of interconnecting tunnels. In one of them, there’s water where we can get cleaned up and get a water resupply. All we have to do is drop purification tablets into it and we’re set for however long we remain here. The actual hide would have to be found on the slope outside that area.”


  “Okay. That looks to be roughly two miles north of here at about four thousand feet. Got a goat path in mind?”


  “I do,” Tal assured him, shutting off the computer. All of Jay’s spotter equipment was with her. Wyatt could use it. Slipping her handheld device into a Ziploc to keep it dry, she pushed it into one of her cammie cargo pockets. “Follow me.”


  “Yeah, go ahead. I’ll take care of your six.”


  She turned to go, Jay’s M4 in a chest harness across her Kevlar vest. “Thanks,” she murmured. She wanted another rifle in case they got into trouble. Jay wasn’t going to be needing it anyway. And Wyatt had his M4. Tal felt better having an extra rifle with them.


  “Besides, I like watching you walk, so this is almost as good as a banana split, under the circumstances.” He grinned mischievously.


  Tossing him a look over her shoulder, Tal muttered darkly, “At a time like this, you’re mentioning a banana split? You’re unbelievable, Lockwood.”


  “Yeah,” he laughed softly, “I know. But my view is a helluva lot nicer than what you have to look at in front of you.”


  Tal gave a low laugh. “Okay, let’s go!” Wyatt knew how to break tension. He was the team clown, for sure, but right now she more than appreciated his teasing because it allowed her to ramp down and focus. She pulled out her compass, got oriented, and then took off down a nearby goat path heading due north on the slope of the mountain.


  THE GRAY SKIES on the eastern horizon found them in their new hide. They’d located it at three thousand feet on the north slope facing the long, flat valley by the border. Tal had seen several possible locations, but none was stellar. This was the best of a bad lot. She was worried about the mountain with its risks, like the overburden of loose gravel and rock above them.


  An earthquake—the possibility of which was always there—could shake loose the soil and rock hanging clifflike two thousand feet above the scree slope where they had placed their hide. If that wedge-shaped cliff came crashing down, they could be suffocated to death in their hide. There were a lot of trees growing on top of it, and both she and Wyatt wondered if their root systems would be strong enough to hold back slippage, if an earthquake occurred.


  When it got a little lighter, while she was putting the final touches on the inside of their rocky hide, Wyatt left to scour the surrounding area.


  The sky was lightening as Tal lay on her belly, her Win-Mag on a bipod in front of her. She’d lifted the covers on the scope, her left arm resting in front of her chest. Having taken off the heavy, miserable Kevlar vest, she’d put it aside. Her right hand fiddled with the three dials on her sniper rifle. She heard one click on her radio. It was Wyatt returning.


  With day about to break, she and Wyatt needed to stay out of sight. She didn’t even hear him until he was sidling up to her, taking off his camouflaged boonie hat. She watched as he drew out a plastic bottle of water, chugging down the contents.


  Wiping his mouth, he put the empty bottle aside. “I’ve scouted about one-tenth of a mile in every direction from our hide,” he said in a low voice. “I can’t find any recent landslides from that overburden above us.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder.


  “Good to know. See anything else? Any goat trails nearby?”


  He wiped his sweaty brow with the back of his forearm. “None. I spotted one about five hundred feet below us, northwest. I’m going to make a sketch and then get this intel called into Bagram.” He looked at her. “Hungry?”


  “For food, yes.”


  He clucked his tongue, shaking his head sadly, and gave her an amused look. “And here I had such dreams, darlin’.”


  Snorting, Tal said, “All I want is a breakfast MRE, Chief Lockwood.” She saw the merry glint in his eyes, feeling power and confidence radiating from him. He was a warrior to his soul. Wyatt fed on this kind of op, and she was glad to see him in his element.


  “Spoilsport,” he muttered, turning and heading deep beneath the tarp pulled across their hide.


  With a half smile, she went back to work. Right now, the last of the soldiers trickling across the border was being counted. They’d been able to follow the first camel caravan an hour ago. She’d watched the twenty camels and the men leading them make a turn to the south below them. Wyatt’s SEAL team had already called in, and they were going to silently follow it from a distance. They finally had their quarry, and that was good. She heard Wyatt talking in a quiet voice to Bagram, giving them their GPS, their layout, and anything else he felt was important to them.


  Of great importance to a sniper team was an LZ. If one or both of them got sick, were wounded, or needed to be airlifted out for emergency reasons, they had to have a place where a bird could land. Sometimes, it didn’t happen. And sometimes, like this time, they got lucky. Wyatt had found a flat area half a mile on the other side of the ridge that could handle a helo coming in to land and making that kind of transfer.


  Tal intently kept watch on the border, the human traffic swelling, covering the no-man’s-land of yellow sand and red clay soil. It was mostly bone-dry desert with little greenery. There were hills flanking the border on the Pak side, and she knew that border crossers and snipers hid there during the day. They’d move out at dusk like a toxic horde across the border, infecting Afghanistan with their lawless intentions.


  Beyond the hills was the famous Khyber Pass, one of the few connections between the two countries. Truck traffic, oil tankers, and horse, foot, and bicycle traffic congested it. Those who could escape Afghanistan arrived in rags, penniless, heading for Pakistan, hoping to get away from the war, find work, make money, and not starve to death.


  She felt Wyatt coming forward, smelled the scent of ham and eggs in the air. Luckily, they were on the side of a rocky slope, near a welt of a ridge that rose two hundred feet above them. The six-foot-tall bushes on it helped create a natural protective barrier for them. Any enemy trying to get to them would make a hell of a lot of noise trying to get through all that thick scrub. The wide, graceful curve of the rocky slope flared out, like a woman’s fan fully opened, for about one-quarter of a mile below the hide, giving Tal an unbroken view of the border area.


  The only way the Taliban could sneak up on them was through that grove of trees at five thousand feet. That was their Achilles’ heel.


  “Here,” Wyatt grunted as he sat near her, legs crossed, handing Tal her food. “Want me to take over the scope?”


  Tal shook her head, sitting back on her heels. “No. Things are quiet for a minute. Now begins the boring part of counting men,” she said wryly, taking the MRE. Her stomach growled.


  “I think I’m going to start calling you Mama Leopard,” he laughed, and opened up his own food, spreading out the different packets around him. “I like a woman who’s not afraid to eat a real meal. People who eat salads all the time drive me crazy.”


  “Women have to watch their weight, unlike you testosterone-loaded men,” she said defensively. “When I finally turn in my commission to go to work for my family, I’m going to have to watch what I eat, because I won’t be expending calories like I do on a sniper op.”


  He dug eagerly into his scrambled eggs with his spoon. “The estrogen factor. Right? Women tend to put on fat pretty easily if they’re not exercising to meet their caloric intake.”


  “Yes. You guys will never have to worry about weight gain if you’re in black ops, for sure. Talk about unfair,” Tal griped. The salty ham made her make a pleased sound in the back of her throat. She saw Wyatt’s eyes change, burn, and she could feel him wanting her. It didn’t help that her breasts were tightening beneath the tan t-shirt she wore. She never wore a bra out on a sniper mission. Wearing a Kevlar vest was bad enough. A bra just chafed her flesh and made her even more miserable.


  “You have any idea when you might turn in your commission?” Wyatt asked evenly, ignoring his sexual reaction to Tal’s nipples pressing against her T-shirt.


  “I was considering doing it after I nailed Raastagar. I’ve done that now. But”—she sighed, frowning, as she spooned the scrambled eggs into her mouth—“it’s gotten more complicated of late.”


  “Oh?” Wyatt gave her an innocent look. “In what way?”


  She slipped him an annoyed look. “You know what I’m talking about.”


  Wyatt swallowed a smile. “Well, I like having you around, but that’s my very selfish viewpoint. I know you want to get on with your life, one that’s full of promise. And you’ll be with your family, which is important.” And she’d be safe.


  “I won’t miss the danger,” Tal admitted. “I’ll still be worrying about Alexa and Matt. I can’t even begin to imagine what this is doing to my parents. Every time I go on leave to be with my family, I see the stress in their faces and the anxiety in their eyes. Everyone is in a constant state of worry about us, because we’re in all in combat zones.”


  “You certainly didn’t choose safe careers,” Wyatt agreed, looking around, keeping an eye on things. Right now, while Tal was the sniper, he was the spotter. It was his job to keep them safe. The eastern horizon was brightening by the minute. It would look beautiful if they weren’t in such a potentially deadly place. They both knew the Taliban would be avidly hunting around the slope Tal had shot from, killing her HVT. They were a good mile away from there, but that didn’t mean anything, so he stayed on high alert.


  “No . . . we don’t have safe careers.” Tal frowned. “What do your parents think of your career choice?”


  “My mother, Daisy, is like all of your family: always on pins and needles when I’m deployed. My father, Hank, just quietly accepts it. I know he worries, but he’s never said anything to me about it.”


  “I’m looking forward to getting out,” Tal admitted. “It’s not something I’ve told anyone else, though. Except for Jay.”


  “A herd of horses couldn’t drag it out of me, darlin’.”


  “Do you ever lose your Texas sense of humor, Wyatt?”


  He raised his straight brown brows. “Sure I do. You just haven’t seen me on the job before. I joke around when things are quiet—it helps me get through the other times. Then I’m not smiling. Just ask my men.”


  “When I’m off duty, I can joke around. But on an op? I’m a take-no-prisoners person,” she agreed, her voice sounding faraway.


  “If you could be anywhere right now, where would that be?” he suddenly tossed out, curious.


  Rolling her eyes, Tal gave him a silly smile. “Eating a banana split?”


  Wyatt’s eyes lit up with amusement. “No one can say you don’t have a sense of humor too, Captain Culver. You’re giving me a run for my money, woman.”


  “Seriously. I’m dying for some ice cream.” Tal gave him a pointed look. “You’ve turned me into a banana split addict, Lockwood. This is all your fault, you know?”


  “No,” he said lightly, holding her laughing gaze. “I’m having a great time spoiling you. There’s a big difference, darlin’.” He finished off his MRE, gathering all the smaller pouches around him and stuffing them into the largest pouch.


  Tal felt heat flying into her cheeks and inwardly groaned. She was twenty-nine, for heaven’s sake. She shouldn’t be blushing like this! Yes, he knew exactly how to indulge her. She was never going to forget that night of lovemaking with him, either. Talk about being spoiled!


  Things were moving so much faster than she was used to. She’d known Brian a year before she’d fallen in love with him. They’d had a friendship first, and later on it had changed into something deeper and more satisfying.


  Her thoughts were interrupted when the radio beeped.


  She watched as Wyatt set the Ziploc with the finished MRE packages aside, changed channels, and gave the call sign and password for the day.


  All her joy evaporated as she listened to Wyatt speaking in low tones to Drummond, his LPO. She saw the tension return to his face. Looking at him now, he could pass for an Afghani. He had deep lines at the corners of his eyes, and his skin was sun darkened. His sable-colored hair hung in twisted strands around his face, barely brushing his shoulders. She couldn’t even visualize what this Texan would look like cleaned up and presentable.


  But even now, he turned her on with his sensuality, which always smoldered beneath the surface. Tal wanted him just as much as he desired her.


  Frowning, her mind wandered over their conversation. She’d just found Wyatt. Tal didn’t want to leave him when she handed in her commission to go work at Artemis. She knew it was selfish of her. Dilara, her mother, was always full of Turkish proverbs. One stood out: “Time reveals everything.”


  Now Tal had to apply that proverb to Wyatt and herself. Not that he was pushing her for answers. And now that she knew he had been trained as a sniper, she realized he was much more like her than she’d first thought: an onion.


  Somehow, knowing this settled her down, and she didn’t worry so much about what Wyatt might be hiding from her. Not that Wyatt tried to hide anything, really. She knew SEALs were very humble, never bragging about what they knew. More than likely, that’s why he never brought up the fact he was also sniper trained. But being an onion, unless someone asked him the right question, he would reveal nothing more than he wanted to.


  In many ways, he was as private as she was. Tal never told anyone about herself. If she had to fly on a commercial jet and her seatmate asked what she did, she’d make something up. She never told anyone, especially a stranger, that she was in the Marine Corps. And she’d never divulge that she was a sniper.


  Tal heard Wyatt sign off. She met his eyes, noticing they were now darkened with worry. Her breath caught. “Everything okay?”


  He moved to where she sat. “Yeah, my team has got the camel caravan in their sights. Now it becomes a matter of following them at a distance to see where they go. Drummond was telling me we’re in for some bad weather midday.” He craned his neck, studying the still-cloudless blue sky.


  “Spring storms,” Tal muttered with distaste. “It’s either a blizzard or a thunderstorm. Just depends on your altitude. I really hate the way they pop up out of nowhere. You can drown in them if you’re at a lower altitude where it rains.”


  “In Texas we call ’em ‘frog stranglers.’” Looking up at the overhead canvas for their new hide, Wyatt studied it before he returned his gaze to Tal. “I have an idea. What if we find some wrist-sized tree limbs in the surrounding area?” He pointed upward. “We could put them crosswise in the hide to support the tarp fully. There would be less rain coming in here, which,” he predicted sourly, “we’ll have a lot of if we get one of those storms.”


  “Good idea,” she murmured. “I could sure use some leg stretching.”


  “This is probably the best time to do it,” Wyatt agreed. “Right now the Taliban is probably about a mile away from us trying to find you after last night’s firing of the Win-Mag. We need to work quietly and stay alert. Shall we?”


  “Sure,” she said. Turning, Tal placed the covers over her scope. “You’ve been out surveying. Did you see some old limbs lying anywhere nearby?”


  Wyatt pointed to the west of the hide. “Yeah, plenty of ’em. I think if we get eight of them, about six feet in length, it will span the hide but not poke outside the tarp to reveal the hide to prying eyes.”


  She got up, moving on her hands and knees toward their exit point on the north side of the hide. Some thick, heavy brush sat only six feet away from it. “I’ll go first,” she told him after making sure she had a bullet in the chamber of her .45, reholstering it without closing the restraining strap and keeping the safety off.


  It took an hour of careful movements, but they ended up with eight ideal limbs. At 0900, the clouds were already building to the west of them. Tal was glad they were doing this, because the area of the slope where they’d chosen to create the hide was in a somewhat shallow depression. Water would flow down on them from the grove of trees above.


  Wyatt missed nothing, pointing to several old water runoff channels. After they placed the rafters across the hide, they pulled the tarp over them and anchored it down with rocks. Wyatt began to dig a few shallow channels to bleed away the water runoff that could come pouring down from above them. Unfortunately, he couldn’t do much more.


  If a sharp-eyed Taliban who knew this area saw such a man-made channel, he’d instantly get suspicious. Tal made up her mind that if those storms rolled in, they were going to get soaked to their skin. The more important objective was to keep their rucks closed; that way they’d be waterproof. And they had to protect her Win-Mag, which was not immune to water damage. The M4s could handle just about anything and keep on firing.


  Her radio beeped. She eased back into the brush to hide and switched frequencies. Giving the day’s password and code, she identified herself. Who was calling?


  “Captain Culver? This is Dr. Giovanni Andreoli. Sergeant Caldwell asked me to call you and tell you Jay’s going to be fine. I just performed surgery on him and removed his gallbladder. He had a gallstone stuck in the biliary duct.”


  Relief barreled through Tal. She closed her eyes. “Thank God . . . thank you, doctor. Has someone called his wife, Linda Caldwell?”


  “Yes, I just did. And she’s fine, and very relieved. Sergeant Caldwell told me she was pregnant, so I worded things very carefully for her so she wouldn’t overreact.”


  Tal suddenly became choked up. “That’s wonderful. What will happen to Sergeant Caldwell now?”


  “He’s got six weeks off. Which is why I wanted to talk to his CO—you. With his wife pregnant, I think sending him home to recuperate with her would be best, don’t you agree?”


  “Yes, absolutely. Can you pass on to Major Dickenson that I’ve endorsed your recommendation?”


  “Certainly. The major is my next call, Captain. So, no worries. The sergeant warned me that you were out on that op, and he didn’t want to distract you with paperwork.”


  Tal smiled. Even at a time like this, Jay was thinking about her. What a tremendous asset he’d been! “Sergeant Caldwell is good that way. Tell him I said to get well soon. I’ll contact him myself when I return to Bagram. Thanks so much, doctor. This takes a real load off my shoulders.”


  He chuckled. “I thought it might, Captain Culver. Out.”


  Tal sat there, feeling the sting of tears. Wyatt’s hand settled lightly on her shoulder. Opening her eyes, she looked up at him. His expression was filled with concern.


  “He’s okay. Jay’s going to be fine,” she whispered, suddenly emotional. Tal felt his fingers grip her shoulder a little more, not hurtful but supportive. His mouth curved, and she thought she saw him blink back something.


  “That’s great news.” Wyatt released her and slowly crouched down behind and to the right of her, the brush hiding both of them. “He’s going home for six weeks, I assume?”


  “Yes,” she said, placing her radio in her pocket and pressing the Velcro closed. “Linda is going to be so happy to have him home. They really love one another, Wyatt. Except for my family, I’ve rarely seen that kind of love between a husband and wife. But Jay and Linda are a great example of a relationship that keeps getting better.”


  He moved his hand slowly down her long, black ponytail. “That’s the kind of love my parents have for one another. And you’re right, you don’t see that kind of devotion very often.” He removed his hand. “Did you have that kind of connection with Brian?”


  He’d asked this gently, and there was something about Wyatt that just made Tal open up and tell him the truth. Moistening her lips, Tal said, “Close . . .” But not really. “I guess,” she admitted, frowning, “I’m learning that there’s all kinds of love in this world, Wyatt. Different levels of depth and breadth.”


  “My mother once told me that there was one woman in the world for every man and vice versa.” His voice dropped with a hint of humor. “Damned if she hasn’t been right so far.”


  Tal looked up at him. “Will you know her when you meet her, I wonder?” She saw his eyes narrow as her hunger moved into him. It was easy for a woman to mistake that look for love, instead of what it could also be—a man wanting sex with a woman, which usually had little or nothing to do with love.


  “Oh,” Wyatt said, grinning, “I’ll know her for sure, darlin’. And you’ll be first on my list to find out.”


  


  
    CHAPTER 16
  


  “THIS DOESN’T LOOK good,” Tal muttered, eyeing a line of thunderstorms to the west of them coming their way. It was 1500, and she was sitting at the rear of their hide, regarding the threatening sky, hearing the wind whipping around the slope where they were embedded.


  Wyatt was on the sniper scope, watching, moving it slowly as he panned it across the border region. Everything was quiet, the area swamped with human activity. Tal knew many of the enemy snipers were sleeping but that someone over there was scanning their area right now.


  “What doesn’t look good? The thunderstorms?” Wyatt asked. Lifting his head, he looked back at her over his shoulder.


  “Yeah,” she said, glumly gesturing toward the west. “I keep hoping it will split and go around us like it does sometimes.”


  Wyatt sat up and stopped panning. He rubbed his eyes and said, “I see you have your ruck buttoned up.”


  She snorted. “This isn’t my first rodeo, cowboy.” She had placed her huge, sixty-five-pound ruck in one corner, zipped up and ready to grab in case a flood suddenly washed down the steep slope above them.


  Wyatt got up and moved on his hands and knees to his own ruck, which was still open. “Time to prepare,” he muttered, quickly closing the Velcro around it. “You have an egress plan in case the worst happens and we get flooded out?”


  “Yes.” She gestured toward the rear of their hide. “We’ll move out here and make for the higher ground on that ridge behind us. It’s a hundred feet higher than where we are presently, and that should keep us above any torrents of water coming down.”


  “Good plan. I’d pick the same place.” Wyatt grinned a little, settling his large pack next to hers. “Of course, it means we’ll have to build another hide.”


  Groaning, Tal said, “Don’t even mention it.” She held up her hands. “My fingers are bruised and cut from hefting all these rocks around.”


  “I know all about that,” he said sympathetically.


  “I’ve got a bad feeling about this weather, Wyatt.” Tal studied the dark, gathering clouds racing their way. “Will you take our rucks right now and put them up on that ridge? You can hide them in the brush.”


  He looked at her appreciatively. “Good call. I was thinking along the same lines. I think I’ll make you an honorary SEAL,” he said with a teasing grin. “You’ve got excellent intuition.” He moved past her and took her ruck, shoving it up and out of their rear egress point. Moving it with some effort, she brought his over to him. Hefting it, Wyatt shoved it out the hole.


  “I’ll be back,” he promised, pushing himself out of the hide.


  Tal felt better with their rucks removed from the hide. They had to leave their M4s and the Win-Mag in place, but it would be easy to grab them and go should things turn sideways. She heard the thunder rumbling, and she frowned.


  Tal had to admit, having Wyatt on an op with her was different but good. Whether he knew it or not, he made her feel safe in their unsafe world. Despite their situation, she felt a strong need for him, physically. Damn it, he knew how to satisfy her, and she’d caught him looking at her with the same hunger she felt for him.


  She knew that, for both of them, this was about far more than just wanting sex from each other. However, right now she needed to focus on their changing situation out here in enemy territory.


  Wyatt crawled into the hide once more. “Okay, done. Anything else?”


  “Not that I can think of. You?”


  “We’ll wait it out,” he said. “There’s a squall line coming our way, so we’d better prepare for the worst.”


  “Yeah,” she sighed, “I thought the same thing.”


  As he moved past her to the Win-Mag, he said, “Cheer up. At least you know Jay is going to be all right. He’s probably on a C-5 heading home about now.”


  “Yes,” she murmured, “that’s great news. I’m really happy for him and Linda.”


  Wyatt resumed his position on his belly across the blanket behind the Win-Mag. “If that overburden above us gets so wet that it avalanches down toward us, it’ll hit us.”


  “I’ve been looking at it,” she said. “But if we get deluged, I’m getting us out of here long before that. I’d rather sit up on that ridge in the bushes and get soaked than sit down here.”


  “Roger that.”


  THE FIRST HEAVY, warning plops of rain struck their hide an hour later. Wyatt liked Tal’s ability to think ahead. She’d asked him to put the Win-Mag in the protective nylon sheath and place it with their rucks on the ridge. That left them with the M4 and their pistols, in case they got attacked.


  But he didn’t think anyone would be out and about at this time of day. The Taliban didn’t like these violent rainstorms any more than they did, so they were likely hunkered down in their caves far below. The clouds raced and swirled around the mountain, and as he sat there, listening to the rain starting to fall steadily, he slid a glance in Tal’s direction.


  She was sitting with her back to the hide, facing south, where the overburden hung far above them. She had a spotter scope and was slowly panning it across the heavily forested area, looking for Taliban. Like her, Wyatt knew that was where they were open to attack more than at any other position. It wasn’t wise, even in a gathering rainstorm, not to watch their six.


  Wyatt drew in a deep breath. He knew he was falling in love with Tal. But the road ahead of them was a damned rocky one. She would leave the Marine Corps. And he had six months left on his enlistment with the Navy. Rubbing his beard as he thought, he tried to contemplate their future. If there was one. He knew he couldn’t push Tal into anything, and he didn’t want to.


  Wyatt could feel the sizzling connection between them right now. They might not have been speaking about it or acting upon it, but it was there, alive and vital, filled with the promise of a heady future, he believed.


  Every sniper was trained to look critically at every possibility when hiding out in the environment, undetected and unseen by the enemy. No details could go unnoticed. So Wyatt had been looking at himself and Tal, and the possibilities for them as a couple.


  Wyatt was aware that the rain was coming faster, the wind howling off and on, the hide shuddering and shaking from the virulent gusts sweeping powerfully upward and across the slope. He could feel Tal’s discomfort and knife-edged nerves. She’d stopped using the spotter scope and was now staring at the overburden far above them like it was her enemy.


  Outside, he could hear water beginning to run around them and through the cracks and crevices created by the smooth rocks surrounding the hide. Suddenly, hail began to pelt down upon them, pounding into the tarp above. Wyatt looked out the front of their hide. Damn, that was golf ball–sized hail! He thought it could only get that big in Texas. The sound was deafening as the fury of the escalating storm moving slowly into the area slammed the hail into the mountain. Hail could hurt like hell, but Wyatt would rather see that than rain. Rain meant flood potential. The white hail struck the rocks outside the hide, bouncing high into the air and then shooting off in all directions. The hammering echoed loudly within their hide, and he saw Tal looking up at the rafters and the tarp, worried. The hail began to ease and drift away, moving over the top of the mountain above them. The distance improved until Wyatt could see down the slope.


  Then a deluge of rain struck full force behind the hail. It was coming so fast and hard that Wyatt couldn’t see a foot outside the hide. He heard gurgling and looked to see water pouring in from upslope.


  “Let’s get out of here,” Tal ordered him, yelling above the din. “Time to move!”


  He grabbed the M4 and fastened it over his chest harness. “Roger that,” he growled, shifting to his hands and knees. He saw Tal slide up and out of the rear of the hide, heading up to that ridge a hundred feet above them.


  And then Wyatt heard a horrendous cracking sound that vibrated through the air around them, throwing him onto his back, slamming him into the side of the hide. He heard Tal cry out. The whole earth shook around him as he scrambled to get to his knees and hands. Water poured into the hide like a tsunami, drenching him as he struggled to get up. There were more cracking sounds, like wood being snapped in two by an unseen giant directly above the hide in the pounding rain.


  Sonofabitch!


  He grunted and threw himself toward the rear of the now water-filled hide.


  “Wyatt!” Tal cried, flattening onto her stomach at the edge of the hide, throwing her hand out toward him.


  The water swirled angrily around him, jerking his boots from beneath him as it rose swiftly up to his neck. Wyatt cursed, lunging for her outstretched hand. He saw the terror in Tal’s eyes, her mouth contorted in a soundless cry as she stretched toward him. If he didn’t reach her hand, he was going to drown!


  Wyatt grabbed on to Tal’s hand, surprised at her strength as she hauled back, dragging him toward her. Water rushed over his face, and he held his breath, closed his eyes, and pushed with the toes of his boots into the rocks under his feet. His head popped up out of the rushing, angry water now swirling within the hide before it raced down the side of the mountain. Spitting out muddy water, his eyesight blurred by it, he felt Tal hauling him out of there. God, she was strong!


  He heard her grunting, taking his weight, breathing hard as she grabbed at his other hand.


  As Wyatt crawled out of the destroyed hide with her help, Tal released him, fighting to get to her feet. The veil of rain was so thick, he couldn’t see anything but the two of them. He struggled through the slippery mire of mud and rocks, getting to his knees.


  Tal turned, sheltering him with her body. Spitting out water he’d swallowed, Wyatt wanted to yell at her to get the hell away from him and up to the safety of the ridge in front of them. But she wouldn’t leave him, her hands curving around his waist, starting to lift him upward.


  There were sharp snapping sounds echoing around them. It sounded ugly. Just as Wyatt got his feet beneath him, he jerked his attention to the left. His eyes widened as he saw a huge, broken tree coming out of the pall of rain, sailing straight at them like a hurled spear. With a grunt, he shoved Tal away from him, sending her flying toward the ridge.


  Branches from the hurtling tree crashed into Wyatt, spinning him around, knocking him off his feet. He found himself tumbling through the air. Slamming into the rocks on his back, he grunted again, his Kevlar vest taking the brunt of the jarring impact as he hit the rocky slope. He let out an “Oomph!” as the air was completely knocked out of him.


  Tal!


  The tree trunk landed with a crash six feet away from him, continuing its swift slide down the slope, dragging him along with it. The branches slapped and swatted at Wyatt as he rolled away from it, trying to find purchase elsewhere on the slippery, wet rocks. His fingers turned into claws as he repeatedly dug in and tried to slow his slide while being dragged farther downward by the tree’s momentum.


  Lightning zigzagged above him. The booming sound of thunder followed instantly, and the brutal vibration slammed him down onto the slope again. Cursing, Wyatt grappled and slipped. He had to find Tal!


  Where was she? Where?


  “Tal!” he yelled, his voice cracking. “Where are you?” He lurched to his bruised, bleeding knees, clawing at the rocks to remain upright. The rain was so heavy, he couldn’t see anywhere around him. Momentarily disoriented, Wyatt forced himself to his feet, half-crawling up the slope, hoping he was going in the right direction, disoriented.


  More snapping sounds rocketed into the storm. Wyatt jerked his chin up toward the cliff above them, where the sounds were coming from.


  Sonofabitch! Was the whole overburden coming down on them? He couldn’t see that far, and frustration consumed him as he scrambled like a mountain goat upward. Wyatt didn’t even know where their destroyed hide was at this point. The wind was howling like a banshee, gusting at up to a hundred miles an hour, repeatedly knocking him off his unsteady feet.


  Nothing would stop him from finding Tal. Wyatt fought and got back up, trying desperately to orient himself. He used his shoulder radio, trying to call her. Why wasn’t she answering it? Was she trapped? Hurt? Unable to get her bearings?


  More snapping occurred above him. It sounded ominous. He knew it meant trees were being washed away above the overburden. They were falling and breaking as they were hurled across the slope where he and Tal were. The broken trunks then became projectiles, hundred-foot spears capable of instantly killing either of them. Breath exploded from Wyatt’s opened mouth and he pushed himself upward, his gloved hands clawing, slipping, and making scant progress against the slick rocks. He cursed continuously, feeling a sense of urgency.


  Why the hell wasn’t Tal answering him? He blinked, trying to see through the gray veil of heavily falling rain.


  “Tal! Answer me!” he yelled hoarsely into his mic. Wyatt knew these radios were waterproof and prayed, God, let her be smart and reach that ridge and scramble up on it to save herself. If she wasn’t hurt, she’d be looking for him in this violent storm. Fear ripped through him as he struggled up the slope. The icy hand of dread clutched his gut until he gasped.


  Tal was in trouble! He could damn well feel it! Adrenaline surged through Wyatt. The earth beneath his feet began to shudder. He heard more of the overburden giving way above him. This time, the sound was low, rumbling, and ominous, like an earthquake.


  Completely disoriented, with no way to tell where the hell he was on this damned slope, he followed his gut and turned right and scrambled up the slope as water streamed down his face and pelted him, his body bruised and bloodied from his near-death encounter with that tree.


  He kept fighting to get to higher ground, hearing a dull, forbidding roar coming his way. Jesus! The entire cliff above them must have dropped away!


  Tal! Where was Tal? Panic ripped through Wyatt as a huge moving wall of mud, rock, and trees, six feet high, appeared out of the rain. It was racing toward him at frightening speed! Could he get out of the way in time?


  He crouched, springing upward, hurling himself to the right and out of the path of the debris racing down toward him. Wyatt struck brush as he landed with a grunt, rolling into it, the leaves and twigs tearing at his face and body. Panic seized him.


  Just as Wyatt gripped a branch, hauling himself up on shaky legs, the rain suddenly eased, giving him an instant view of his immediate surroundings. His eyes widened as he saw a dozen tree trunks that had been snapped off and were now a pile of giant toothpicks jammed up along the side of the ridge.


  “Tal!” he roared, cupping his hands to his mouth. Wyatt didn’t give a shit about anyone hearing him now. His voice was muted by the thunder and the continuing gusts of wind. As he surged toward the pile of trees near their destroyed hide, he looked up.


  The entire cliff that had once been above them was gone. Wyatt saw fifty or so pine trees sticking out at odd angles within the mud avalanche that had created this wall of debris. Breathing hard, he reached the trees jammed together on the ridge.


  “Tal!” he yelled, starting to climb up on the unstable pile, searching for her. Oh, God, let her be alive! Wyatt yanked his attention toward the slope. Their hide had been completely buried beneath a six-foot wall of mud. Thank God they had gotten out in time, but where the hell was she?


  Where are you, Tal?


  Slipping on the bark of a trunk, Wyatt fell, skinning his legs as he was hurled down into the logs. And then he saw her. She was lying, unmoving, one leg trapped beneath the broken trunk of the smallest tree.


  Oh, God! No!


  Scrambling, Wyatt leaped over the other two tree trunks, landing on the soft, muddy ridge.


  Wyatt raced around the end of the group of trees, dropping to his knees next to Tal. Her flesh was colorless, her lips parted, mud splattered across her body, face, and hair. Instantly, he tore off his gloves, pressing two fingers against her carotid artery on the side of her slender neck.


  There was a pulse!


  She was alive! Her pulse was unsteady, his gaze took in her leg, trapped beneath the tree. His mouth tightened as he moved swiftly, trying to lift the trunk off her leg. Even a man as strong as he was could recognize the superior power of the fallen trunk. He didn’t have a chance.


  Wyatt’s mind raced and he grabbed his sat phone. It wasn’t waterproof, and he kept it in a huge Ziploc bag to protect it. His hand was shaking so hard he had trouble dialing the number to connect him with SEAL HQ at Bagram. When the phone connected, he bent over, protecting it from the rain, putting it to his ear. The OIC answered. Trying to keep his voice calm, Wyatt gave his CO a quick picture of what had happened. “I need a QRF and medevac right now,” Wyatt told him, his voice shaking as he gave him Tal’s present medical status.


  “On its way,” his CO said, his voice grim.


  Wyatt gave him their GPS. He knew what would happen. There were always six SEALs sitting in a CH-47 helicopter idling on the runway at Bagram, ready to take off. They were a quick reaction force. They’d find two Apaches—God, he hoped there were two available—that would fly with them to protect them as they raced to this mountainside. With them would be a medevac Black Hawk.


  He put the sat phone away, returning to digging out the soft mud beneath Tal’s leg. Wyatt knew it was broken and his mind raced over horrifying possibilities as he dug. There were two major bones in the lower leg. There was a major artery, too. If either or both bones were broken, it could tear into the artery and Tal could bleed out in a matter of minutes and die.


  He dug hard and quickly, mud flying in all directions behind him. Wyatt measured the length of the tree trunk that had trapped Tal. There was no way anyone, not even a group of SEALs, could move that log. Tears filled his eyes as he removed the debris around her leg.


  Now Wyatt’s heart dropped. He saw that her right ankle was twisted outward at an odd angle. Worse, he saw her calf had become swollen. It meant the artery had been torn. How badly, Wyatt didn’t know, but it wasn’t good.


  The rain began to ease. The thunder was rumbling to the east of the mountain now. The wind had stopped gusting. Wyatt could smell the earth, the scent of pines strong around him as he completely exposed Tal’s leg. Taking his SOF knife, he slit her cammie trouser from her ankle to up above her knee.


  Gently pulling the flaps aside, Wyatt got his first good look at her injury. The best news was that her skin was scraped and bruised but not broken. He ran his hand down across her calf, feeling the spongy swelling caused by blood leaking from the broken artery.


  Because Tal was unconscious, he could probe a little more deeply. Damn! Both her bones were fully fractured, the ends separated from one another. Why one or both had not ripped through her skin, he’d never know. But it was a miracle.


  Wyatt knew if she’d sustained an open fracture, she could have bled out quickly, but fortunately, the pressure of the blood swelling inside her calf was actually slowing down the flow of blood out of her artery and into the surrounding muscle tissue.


  Had Tal been struck in the head by a log and knocked out? He needed to do a quick head-to-toe exam on her and try to see what other injuries she might have sustained. Shakily getting to his feet, he looked around, peering through the light rain for any signs of the enemy. Wyatt doubted there would be anyone around. But they were in the badlands, and anything could happen.


  Dropping to his knees near her right shoulder, Wyatt began to quickly assess Tal’s full injuries. When he finished with his exam, Wyatt retrieved his ruck and brought it back to where Tal lay unconscious. The good news was Tal had a bump on her head, indicating she’d probably been knocked unconscious and fallen. That was when the logs had crashed down into the area, pinning her leg.


  Wyatt quickly pulled on latex gloves, grabbed a syrette of morphine, and pushed up her damp, muddy sleeve. He wiped the area clean with an alcohol swab and pushed the painkilling drug into her body. He knew that when she woke up, she’d be in horrific pain. Wyatt worried about her being cold and wet with her leg so badly broken; shock could kill her outright. But for now, the morphine would stop her spiral into pain, which automatically kept the shock from deepening.


  He dropped the emptied syrette into his ruck and pulled out a rolled-up, dry blanket, quickly putting it across her to try to stop the loss of her body heat. He knew it was impossible under the circumstances. The ground was soaked beneath her, the wet mud leaching out her precious heat resources. That could drive her into deeper shock, adding to the cascade of problems she was under.


  His mind raced over what needed to be done to stabilize her. He prayed silently as he began to work with her twisted, broken lower leg. Wyatt wrapped it in a removable plastic cast to stabilize the injury. If he so much as moved her foot the wrong way, those crushed bones could end up fully cutting the main artery, and she’d bleed to death in less than three minutes.


  Right now, he could tell the artery was nicked, but not torn apart, by how slowly the swelling was occurring in her calf. That was another piece of hopeful news, but they weren’t out of the woods yet.


  Wyatt retrieved the second dry blanket from his ruck, rolled it up, and placed it beneath Tal’s neck, keeping her head slightly tilted back so her airway remained clear and open.


  Tal moaned softly, her lashes quivering.


  Wyatt anxiously crouched down, knowing she was starting to regain consciousness. He took the metallic silver blanket from his ruck. It was waterproof and could stop hypothermia. He gently raised her just enough to slide the protective blanket beneath her shoulders and torso in order to prevent further heat loss.


  What did her eyes look like? Wyatt was desperate to see if her pupils were equal sizes and responsive once she opened them. If they were not, or if one pupil was fixed and unresponsive to the small flashlight he held ready, they were in more trouble. It meant that Tal had sustained a brain injury. How bad would be anyone’s guess.


  All Wyatt could do at this point was keep her stabilized, warm, and safe while he waited for the QRF to arrive. Glancing at his watch, he saw thirty minutes had passed. It would be another hour at the most before they could get Tal back to Bagram’s hospital for emergency treatment.


  Her dark lashes were long and thick, fluttering against her pale cheeks. Wyatt held his breath as her eyes barely opened and a moan drifted from her, the corners of her mouth lined with pain.


  “Tal? It’s Wyatt. Do you see me?” Her once-glorious forest-green eyes were murky-looking and confused. Anxiously, he waited, wanting her eyes to open more so he could get a look at her pupils.


  “Tal?” he called, touching her muddy cheek. “Darlin’, it’s me. Wyatt.” He saw her frown slightly, her eyes slowly drifting up . . . up . . . up . . . to him, looking at him as if she didn’t recognize him.


  But Wyatt knew she did. He saw her pupils, which were large and black, green crescents surrounding them. “Tal? I’m going to bring my light across your eyes. Can you stare at my nose? Hold your stare right there for just a moment for me?”


  Wyatt knew people with head trauma often didn’t hear words distinctly, that they ran together in a jumble. He saw Tal’s frown deepen and she fixed on his face. “That’s it,” he crooned. “Hold your focus right there . . .”


  Relief shot through him as he saw each of her pupils respond to the bright light. She moaned again, eyes jamming shut, her breath ragged.


  “Okay,” he said soothingly, sliding his hand in a caressing gesture along her jaw, “you’re good, sugar. How much pain are you in? Can you tell me?” He reached down, gripping her muddy hand, squeezing it gently.


  Tal barely opened her eyes. Her breathing was ragged and shallow.


  Wyatt took a large dressing and carefully wiped the mud away from her brow, eyes, and mouth, trying to clean her up a little. “Talk to me, Tal. Where are you hurting?”


  She grimaced and barely lifted her right hand. “L-leg . . . sonofabitch, it hurts . . .” She grunted, tensing, cursing more.


  Wyatt could see she needed more morphine. Since she didn’t have a head injury, he could give her more. “Hang on, I’ll get the pain under control.” He reached into his ruck and gave her a second syrette. Looking around, he saw that the world was now back to normal, the storm centered over the border area beyond them.


  Wyatt still kept a wary watch for any nearby enemy. Taliban could be in a cave anywhere below or around them. There were so many damn caves nearby!


  As Wyatt caressed her shoulder, he saw her clench her teeth, her hands curling into fists, sweat popping out on her face. That second syrette of morphine would do the trick for sure. It would soon put her into an opium cloud, erasing the pain, but she wouldn’t be able to communicate.


  Wyatt tucked the green wool blanket in around her more tightly. “Tal? Can you open your eyes? Look at me, darlin’.” He placed his hand against her cool cheek and was rewarded with her opening her eyes. Already, they were starting to look drowsy with morphine. “Can you understand me, Tal?” he asked, enunciating his words very slowly and clearly so she could understand him.


  “Y-yeah . . . Wyatt? What—happened?” Her voice was husky and strained with pain.


  “I think you got hit in the head by a log sailing past you,” Wyatt said slowly, giving her time to absorb his words. Her eyes widened a little and she clung to his gaze. “It probably knocked you unconscious. You’ve got a broken right lower leg.”


  There was no way in hell Wyatt was going to tell her how bad it was. Tal’s brows dipped and she studied him. He could see her fighting the morphine encroaching upon her.


  “M-my leg?”


  “Yeah.” He smiled and smoothed her brow with his thumb. “You’re going to be okay, Tal. I’ve got a medevac coming. Should be here any time now.” Medics knew how to lie to a shocky patient, and he was clearly good at it, because he saw Tal’s tension ease. She could cope with a broken leg. He was scared, though. The way her ankle was bent, he was sure bones had been crushed, and he worried about possible amputation. Tal didn’t need to know any of that, either.


  “Crap,” she muttered, closing her eyes. “I can’t finish this op . . .”


  Wyatt shook his head and laughed softly. Smoothing her pale cheek, he whispered near her ear. “Go to sleep, darlin’. Next time you wake up, I’ll be standing next to your bedside at the Bagram hospital.”


  


  
    CHAPTER 17
  


  IT WAS OVER. Wyatt’s eyes burned with weariness as he checked one last time on Tal. She’d come out of surgery three hours ago and awakened briefly in Recovery. The surgical nurse had given her an IV morphine drip to control her pain, and she’d immediately lost consciousness.


  Now, standing beside her hospital bed, he held her listless hand between his, warming her. He swayed with exhaustion. Wyatt had almost lost her. Twice, on the flight back to Bagram, she’d coded, having lost so much blood during the wait for the medevac.


  Thank God for the two combat medics on that flight. They’d brought some whole blood aboard in an ice chest. The problem was, the blood had to be warmed. It couldn’t be placed into her chilled. Worse, her lower leg had swollen like a thick sausage up to her knee.


  The bleeding had not stopped or slowed, and a human being had around six to twelve pints of blood in them, depending upon age and other factors. Until Wyatt got her carried on board the Black Hawk, guarded by Apaches above and the QRF SEAL team surrounding the area, he’d had no idea she had another life-threatening injury.


  Two medics had been able to turn Tal on her side and discovered where a rock had gouged a hole deep into her lower thigh, just above her right knee.


  Wyatt stood there, devastated as he saw that the blood in her lower leg had been leaking out above her knee from that jagged wound, and he’d never known about it. The rest of her leg had been covered with mud and debris, making it impossible for him to perform that kind of thorough examination. It had taken three SEALs to dig her right leg out of that morass once they’d arrived.


  After Tal had gotten out of surgery, he’d found out that military officials had already informed the family that Tal had been injured. Afterward, he’d gone downstairs to the men’s locker room and taken a long, hot shower, washed the mud off, trimmed his beard, and combed his longish hair. He’d had one of his SEALs go to his locker at HQ and retrieve a clean work uniform.


  Trailing his fingers gently up and down her lower arm, Wyatt wanted somehow to let Tal know he was near. That he would never leave her side. The nurses had taken great care of her after she arrived at the Bagram hospital. She had been covered in mud from head to toe, and they had quickly washed her and put her into a fresh gown. Two other nurses had unbraided her long, muddy black hair and washed it. Wyatt had hugged those nurses afterward, thanking all of them for their care of Tal.


  Tal was then prepped for surgery and taken immediately into an operating theater. There, two of Bagram’s best orthopedic surgeons had begun to work on her. Wyatt had remained in the surgery viewing area during the seven-hour surgery. The surgeons didn’t like it, but he told them he wasn’t leaving. He’d stood there, the large windows showing the surgery theater where they were operating on Tal.


  His gaze drifted down to the light metal brace that now held her right ankle and her lower leg slightly suspended above the bed so they could begin healing. He wiped his face, feeling tears threatening again. After Tal had come out of recovery, Wyatt had found a nearby empty room and cried out his relief that Tal had survived. She was in serious but stable condition now. He’d come so close to losing her . . .


  Looking at his watch through bleary, burning eyes, Wyatt saw it was 0900. The sun filtered through the nearly closed slats of the venetian blinds, sending shafts of light throughout the private room. He’d already called Tal’s father, General Robert Culver. Tal had given him a piece of paper with her father’s private sat phone number in case something ever happened to her the morning she left him for her op. Right now, he was on his way aboard an Air Force Gulfstream jet, heading to Bagram with his wife, Dilara.


  Ten minutes later, Wyatt received a call from Tal’s cousin Angelo Mykonos from Athens, Greece. He was sure that General Culver was calling Tal’s extended family, which was why they were calling him. Angelo and his wife, Maria, would be flying into Bagram in his personal jet.


  Two minutes after he’d hung up after speaking to Tal’s emotional Greek cousin, the phone rang again. Wyatt talked to the soft-spoken Turkish uncle Ihsan, the one Tal adored.


  Matt Culver, Tal’s brother, was still out on an op and hadn’t been told what had happened to Tal, which was standard military SOP. Matt would be told once the op was over, not before then. Alexa had been at her squadron HQ and she’d raced over to be with her sister. Unfortunately, she had been called for an emergency flight and reluctantly had to leave. Wyatt’s head had been spinning, his emotions shredded, and he’d had to stuff it down to talk to all these people who clearly loved Tal. He found himself drawn to Uncle Ihsan, the Sufi, who was very kind. After hearing about Tal’s condition, he’d actually asked him how he was doing.


  Wyatt had nearly broken down and wept at that point because Tal had just come out of two successful surgeries in a row. Ihsan had assured him that he and his two brothers, plus their wives, would be on board their family jet, racing to get to Bagram as swiftly as possible. He also said he was genuinely looking forward to meeting Wyatt and thanking him in person for saving Tal’s life. He was an upstanding man in his eyes.


  Wyatt’s hopes rose as he watched some color finally start to seep back into Tal’s parchment-colored face. Surgery was a bitch, but the docs had saved her life. And he loved her so fiercely he could barely stand the depth of the emotions tearing through him.


  Everything was so unsure. Chaotic. Wyatt knew life was never as stable as people would like to believe, and in black ops, they lived in chaos all the time. But he wanted more with Tal than that. So damned much more.


  He wanted peace and quiet to court her, to get to know her without danger swirling around them, to hear Tal give that husky laugh of hers, to hold her in his arms, to kiss her into oblivion, their bodies fused into one another once more.


  Wyatt rested his callused hand against her cheek, leaned down, and lightly brushed his mouth against hers. The kisses they’d shared burned through him like a beacon of hope as he felt the coolness of her lips beneath his. He had to let Tal know, even while unconscious, that he loved her and that he couldn’t see life without her.


  Wyatt had no way of knowing how to go about accomplishing that. He had no plan, because everything was up in the air. Looking up at the monitor, he saw that her blood pressure had risen to normal. Before, it had been very low. But she’d felt his kiss. He knew it. Even unconscious, Tal knew he was here with her and that he loved her. Smoothing a few tendrils away from her ear, he turned and drew up a nearby chair. He would get a catnap and remain at her side.


  The nurse would check in on her hourly, although all her stats were being fed into a central computer at the nurses’ station. He’d wake up every time, but that was all right.


  Mentally making calculations, he figured Tal’s family would start arriving early the next morning. The first to arrive would be her father and mother. Then Angelo. Last, her three uncles and their wives from Kusadasi, Turkey.


  In a way, Wyatt was looking forward to meeting Tal’s family, because they had helped shape Tal’s life, made her who she was, and all of them loved her deeply. He and her family already had a lot in common.


  TAL AWOKE SLOWLY, her mind bouncing around like a loose billiard ball on a pool table. As she lay there, struggling to open eyelids that felt like heavy weights, she slowly became aware of a man’s warm, comforting hand around hers. She knew instantly it was Wyatt’s, protecting her. Sensing his nearness, his confidence and power, she sighed with relief. His hand tightened slightly around hers and she weakly responded by curving her fingers a little. It took such an effort to expend the least bit of energy.


  “Tal? It’s Wyatt.” His voice was low, emotional, and close to her ear. She felt the moisture of his breath across her cheek. Rallying, Tal used every last ounce of her energy and barely forced her eyes open to mere slits. She stared up into his deeply lined, exhausted face. He was wearing a fresh uniform, his hair was clean and combed, and he’d trimmed his beard, too. This image was a far cry from what he’d looked like out on that mountain slope.


  Blinking, she stared into his dark gray eyes, stormy with concern. “Water?” she whispered unsteadily. Tal could hear the low beep of nearby machines. As her mind began to clear, she could feel an IV drip in her left arm. Her right lower leg throbbed with dull pain. Closing her eyes, she felt Wyatt release her hand and momentarily leave her side. Tal panicked. Wyatt meant safety, because right now, her heart was starting a slow pound as the moments when they had been deluged with a wall of water in their hide, and she had seen Wyatt trapped inside it, nearly drowning, raced through her mind.


  “Here you go, darlin’,” he rasped, easing his arm beneath her neck and shoulders to steady her. “All the water you want.”


  Tal opened her eyes to slits again, feeling the straw pressed gently between her lips. She felt so damned weak and helpless, her head resting wearily against Wyatt’s shoulder. She sucked until all the water was gone from the cup and heard Wyatt’s chuckle as she released the straw.


  “You’re going to live,” he promised her gruffly, easing her down on the bed. “Want more water?”


  She barely nodded, eyes closed, searching for more strength. Tal had so many questions. There were so many blanks in her memory. She was apparently in a hospital room, because she could smell bleach and other antiseptic odors. Tal remembered shaking with cold, being wet, unable to stop her constant shivering and going hypothermic out on that ridge.


  By the time Wyatt gave her a second glass of water, Tal had revived a little. He’d placed the bed in a slightly elevated position so she could look around. The room was painted a pale blue. There was a small lamp over on a dresser that shed just enough light for her to absorb her immediate surroundings.


  Everything was quiet except for those beeps, which she hated. As Wyatt walked over to her bedside, slipping his hand into hers, looking deep into her eyes, she felt how worried he was.


  “Tell me what happened,” Tal croaked.


  Wyatt gave her the short version. He spoke slowly so she could grasp the information. People on morphine tended to short out and miss half of what was said. When he finished telling her, he asked, “What happened to you after I pushed you away from me?”


  Tal grimaced. “The rain was so heavy, I couldn’t see in front of my face, Wyatt. I slipped in the mud and fell backward. I screamed out for you . . .”


  “I couldn’t hear you, darlin’. About that time, I was tumbling ass over teakettle down the slope.” He squeezed her hand, looking into her barely open eyes. “You made it to the ridge, though. That’s where I eventually found you.”


  Her mouth pulled down. “Yes, but as soon as I made it up there, all hell broke loose. I remember hearing a horrible sound far above me, the earth shaking under my feet, the snapping of those timbers above us.”


  “Yeah,” he grunted, “the entire overburden gave way and became an avalanche.”


  Tal desperately needed his hand around hers, because it gave her stability. Almost intuitively, he threaded his fingers gently through her loose black hair. How did Wyatt know she needed this?


  “I got clipped by branches off a tree trunk flying past me. I remember that, but that’s all.” Tal licked her chapped lips. Her throat was raw and sore. Searching his exhausted features, she asked, “How badly was I injured?”


  “Your ankle was crushed by a tree trunk, Tal. Thank God, the surgeons saved it, but you’ve got a lot of metal pins holding everything together right now. You broke both bones in your right lower leg, too. They’ve pinned them together. The worst was that a main artery in your leg was partially severed and you were bleeding out on me.”


  “God,” Tal forced out. She gripped her fingers around his a little more tightly. Her strength was slowly coming back. “How bad was it?”


  “Bad,” Wyatt admitted. “A team of SEALs flew in to help me dig you out of there and we got you into the medevac. There were two medics on board, so you were in good hands. We got you here to Bagram and you underwent two surgeries over seven hours. Now”—Wyatt looked around—“it’s 0300, and you’re still coming out from under the anesthesia. The doctor has already lightened the amount of morphine they’re giving you.” He looked down her blanketed body to where her leg was suspended above the bed beneath a tent. “Are you in pain, darlin’?”


  Tal sighed and whispered, “Just a dull ache in my leg is all. Kinda like a low-level toothache.” She squeezed his hand. “I’m fine, Wyatt.” She saw amusement in his red-rimmed eyes. “Really, I am.” Her voice trembled with emotion. “Thank you for saving me . . .”


  “We saved one another, Tal,” he rasped, his voice unsteady, as he smoothed his hand across her uncombed hair.


  She managed to lift one corner of her mouth into a faint smile. “Have my parents been notified?”


  “Yeah, I called your father on the sat phone as soon as you got out of recovery. Your mother and father are flying in to see you and will probably arrive about 0700 this morning, if my calculations are correct.”


  “That’s good,” Tal said, her voice breaking up. Emotionally, she needed Wyatt, but it was wonderful to know her parents would be here shortly to support them both. She felt weak, incapacitated, and completely reliant on him. She searched his eyes, feeling the fatigue in him. “How are you doing? Did you get injured too?”


  He shook his head. “The normal assortment of deep bruising here and there, some scratches, but that’s all. I’m fine. Let’s just concentrate on you, okay?”


  “Spoken like a true SEAL.” Tal saw the anxiety in his eyes and knew how worried he’d been about her. Tears fell onto her cheeks, but she was too tired to stop them. She saw his face soften, and his hand tightened around hers.


  “I-I was so scared for you, Wyatt,” she choked out, her voice cracking. “You were drowning in that hide. I-I’d never felt so helpless. I was never so damned scared as then . . .”


  “Hey,” he murmured, “you saved my sorry ass by throwing your hand out to me. And when I was slammed into the side of the hide by the force of the water, I only had one thought in my mind.”


  “What? To live?”


  “Only with you, Tal. I wanted to be able to tell you that I love you, Tal. All I wanted to do was to survive to tell you that . . .” Wyatt leaned down and kissed her wet, salty lips, now bathed with tears.


  He understood that she was emotionally fragile right now. All her shock from the events of the previous day was finally emerging, as well as the effect of the drugs given to her for pain. And she was only beginning to realize that she’d survived something that she shouldn’t have.


  Wyatt wasn’t going to tell her that she had coded twice during the flight to Bagram and that he’d nearly lost her. Not now. Later, when she was stronger, he’d tell Tal the rest of the story. As he took Tal’s lips gently, the sweet scent of her drifting into his nostrils, Wyatt felt his entire life shifting, like an earthquake moving the land beneath his booted feet.


  “Tal,” he said, his voice breaking, “no matter what happens from here on out, I’m not letting you go. Not unless you tell me you don’t want me in your life. Okay?” He held her gaze as her eyes flooded with even more tears.


  She reached up, her fingers caressing his cheek and beard. “I love you too, Wyatt. I was so afraid to say it before all of this . . . That it was too soon . . .”


  He caught her slender hand and kissed her palm. “I know you do, Tal. I was giving myself the same reasons for not telling you how I felt about you. But things changed when we damned near got buried alive in that avalanche of mud and rock.”


  She clung to his hand, basking in his warm, loving gaze. “Y-yes, it changed everything. I-I never cry,” Tal admitted brokenly, lifting her hand to wipe the tears away. “Don’t walk away from me, Wyatt. We’ll work this out over time . . .”


  Relief, sweet and sharp, moved through Wyatt. “We have the time and we’ll figure this out as we go, darlin’. No rush, okay?” He moved his thumb, catching the tears and smoothing them away from her cheeks. Because he knew not to rush or try to push Tal into anything. Their relationship was being paced by her, not him, and Wyatt was fine with it.


  He then shocked her with his next words. “I cried my eyes out when they put you in Recovery after surgery, Tal. I was one happy, relieved dude, believe me.”


  “At least,” she choked out, “they were happy tears . . .”


  “More than you’ll ever know,” Wyatt admitted thickly. “Look, you’re still coming out of the shock of surgery. This isn’t the time or place to talk about all of this. I need you to sleep so you’ll get stronger. You have your entire family flying in, and while that’s nice, it’s still going to put stress on you in your present condition.”


  “I know,” she whispered. “My family is tight as fleas on a dog, Wyatt. I’m glad they’ll be able to meet you. They’ll love you like I do.”


  “Yeah.” He chuckled a little, pulling her light blue bedspread up a little higher to keep her warm. “I got that loud and clear. Most parents who have a son or daughter wounded can’t fly over here to see them, as much as they might want to.”


  “I know,” she said sadly.


  He watched her eyelids begin to droop, and he was relieved to see that she was going to sleep. “You’re much loved, darlin’. And love is a good antidote for shock, which can wear you down and out.” He caressed Tal’s cheek, which now had some pink beginning to return to it. “Go to sleep. I’ll be here. I’m going nowhere without you.”


  Tal sighed and closed her eyes. “Thank you, Wyatt . . . and thanks for saving my life.”


  She was slurring her words now. She’d used up every ounce of what little energy she had, and sleep would reclaim her.


  “Darlin’,” he whispered against her lips, “we saved one another. Now, sleep the sleep of angels, okay? Because you’re my guardian angel.”


  Wyatt felt her fingers relax in his hand. Tal was slipping off that morphine cliff into a much deserved and, he hoped, deep, healing sleep.


  WYATT ROUSED HIMSELF from the chair, every joint in his body aching and stiff. His gaze instantly went to Tal. She was still sleeping. He glanced at his watch; it was 0500. Soon her family would start trickling in. He needed twenty-four hours of uninterrupted sleep, but it wasn’t going to happen. Already, he could feel the pressures of being the chief of his SEAL platoon stalking him.


  He’d gotten his OIC to approve his remaining with Tal, but that would come to an end shortly. A platoon couldn’t function without its chief; he was an integral part of the unit.


  Slowly, biting back a groan, his joints protesting stiffly, Wyatt stood up. The bruises that covered his body, for the most part, would remain unseen, but this morning, they ached like hell. He needed some coffee. Tal was sleeping deeply, color finally back in her cheeks. Just the shallow rise and fall of her chest beneath the covers made him feel relieved.


  He loved this woman, and he wasn’t going to let her go. Wyatt didn’t fool himself, however. In a day or two, once Tal was stable, she would be flown out of here and stateside. And he’d miss her. Damn, she’d be ripped out of his life.


  Mouth tightening, he rubbed his smarting eyes and walked silently to the door, easing through it. He heard voices and turned toward the nursing station. A tall man who looked similar to Tal was approaching. His U.S. Air Force uniform with general’s stars on his broad shoulders told Wyatt it was her father, General Robert Culver.


  He blinked a couple of times, trying to erase his drowsiness, knowing he had to go meet them.


  The woman at his side, Tal’s mother, Dilara, was beautiful. As exhausted as Wyatt was, he appreciated her. She was poised and elegant-looking. Dilara turned toward him, and he saw Tal’s exotic, slightly tilted eyes in her face. She wore a tasteful gray pantsuit, a white silk blouse beneath it, and her red hair, the same color as her daughter Alexa’s, was tastefully arranged on her head, fastened in place with a long gold barrette.


  She had the most exquisite aquamarine eyes that Wyatt had ever seen. Their color reminded him of the clear waters off the Bahamas, a mix of blue with green. She had Tal’s oval face and high cheekbones. He could easily see both her parents in Tal, but particularly her Turkish mother.


  Before Wyatt could come to a halt near the nursing desk, General Robert Culver turned, his hazel eyes, large and intelligent, pinned directly on him. He moved around his wife, who stood with her purse on her arm, his hand gentle against the small of her back, as he walked toward Wyatt.


  “Chief Lockwood?” he inquired.


  SEALs weren’t known to be much for military protocol, but Wyatt, out of respect and deference to the six-foot-four-inch general, came to attention. “Yes, sir.”


  Culver’s face was hard and set. “At ease, Chief. Thank you for calling us about our daughter,” he said, and thrust his hand forward.


  Wyatt shook it. His gaze took in the “fruit salad”—all the military ribbons on his left upper chest. Wyatt relaxed. “You’re welcome, sir.”


  “Where’s my daughter, Chief?”


  “Room 305, last door on the left, sir.” Wyatt released his hand. “Right now, she’s sleeping, sir. She’s had two long surgeries and needs the rest.” He saw the general hesitate.


  Dilara Culver came up, giving Wyatt a soft smile of welcome, holding out her slender hand to him. “I’m Tal’s mother, Dilara.” Her low, cultured voice wobbled. “Thank you for saving her life, Chief Lockwood.”


  Wyatt was struck by the woman’s barely contained emotion, and it hit him hard. Her aquamarine eyes glistened with unspilled tears. He shook her hand gently and released it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am. Tal’s talked a lot about both of you. I know she’s glad you’re here to support her. Tal saved my life out there on that op, or I wouldn’t be standing here talking to you folks.”


  Dilara looked over at her tense husband, her hand resting on his sleeve. “Robert? We need to let Tal continue to sleep. But let’s quietly drop in for a moment to at least see her?” She turned to Wyatt. “Chief? After we see Tal, would you escort us to a cafeteria? I’m afraid I’ve been through so many time zones, I need something in my stomach.”


  “Of course, ma’am,” he said. He stepped aside and watched the couple move down the hall. It was Robert who opened the door as they quietly slipped inside. Wyatt walked up to the nurse’s station and asked to use their landline phone. He would use this time to check in with his OIC and see if he was needed yet by the platoon. A chief was the hub of the forty-man team, and he knew his time with Tal and her folks would end very shortly. He’d take them to the cafeteria and then excuse himself and get back to his team.


  About fifteen minutes later, Robert and Dilara Culver left Tal’s room. Wyatt had hung out at the nurse’s desk, waiting for them. Wyatt saw Dilara tug a little on her husband’s sleeve and he scowled. Both of them look stressed, but he also saw relief in their eyes that their daughter was alive and going to make it. They approached Wyatt, halting at the nurse’s station.


  Robert’s gaze went to Wyatt. “Let’s go to the cafeteria in the basement of this hospital. I think we all need something to eat. Please come with us, Chief. We’d like to hear from you what happened out there on that op.”


  “Of course, sir.” Well, his idea of going back to the SEAL HQ was shot down. As they entered the elevator to go to the cafeteria, Wyatt called his OIC to let him know what was going on and received permission to remain with the couple through breakfast.


  Wyatt noticed Dilara stood about five foot seven inches tall and was willowy, like Tal. She smelled good, a spicy scent, very faint, around her. Dilara Culver was beautiful. Wyatt knew exactly where her two daughters got their looks, no question.


  Wyatt saw that General Culver was holding back a lot of emotions about his daughter’s injuries. He knew better than his wife what Wyatt and Tal had probably gone through.


  General Culver was met by the manager of the cafeteria just as soon as he entered. The man stood like a sequoia tree among lowly pines, Wyatt thought as he remained next to Tal’s mother. Instantly, the manager led them down a hall and to a room where only high-ranking officers ate.


  The room was empty except for a waitress and two cooks at the other end who took the officer’s menu order. The manager quickly hurried forward and pulled out a thickly padded leather chair for Dilara. The general gestured for Wyatt to sit down next to him. A waitress appeared, harried and upset, pushing her blond hair back from her brow. She quickly gave them menus and took their drink order. Wyatt asked for coffee and so did the general. His wife requested tea.


  “Tell us everything,” the general ordered Wyatt. “And leave nothing out.”


  Dilara gave Wyatt a beseeching look. “Please? I know how hard this must be on you, Chief Lockwood, but it would help us understand our daughter’s state once she awakens.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Wyatt said. Afraid that her battle-hardened father would interrogate Tal, he was glad she was still asleep and that he could tell them what they wanted to know. Of course, he would leave out his relationship with Tal. If it was anyone’s place to say anything, it was Tal’s, not his.


  Already, as he began to cover the mission, Wyatt felt his heart being clawed by invisible talons. This was the beginning of the end. Would he get time to see Tal after this, before she left for the States?


  Wyatt was sure of only one thing: he loved her. And he’d be damned if he was going to lose her.


  


  
    CHAPTER 18
  


  TAL WOKE UP at 0900, and for the first time she felt better, more herself now that the anesthesia was finally out of her system. She looked around for Wyatt, but he was gone. Her heart sank, and she lay there realizing just how much she relied upon him emotionally, needing his physical presence right now. Trussed up, hating the catheter she had to wear, her lower leg suspended, she knew she had to suck it up and just get through this period.


  There was a knock at her door. Looking up, she gasped, “Dad! Mom!” and tried to sit up, thrilled to see them.


  Robert came in first, his officer’s hat in his left hand, holding the door open for Dilara. “Balim,” she whispered, opening her arms, rushing to Tal. Dilara saw how fragile her daughter was, gently kissing her on each cheek.


  Tal loved her nickname. When she was six years old, she’d gotten into a jar of Turkish honey—fingers, face, and arms coated with it—and so the name Balim, a Turkish endearment, had stuck. Dilara had always called her that in moments of deep maternal love. She hadn’t known if she’d ever see her parents again. Her mother’s spicy perfume, always subtle, smelled wonderful to her.


  “I’m okay, Mom.” Her voice shook . . . “Really, I am . . .” She soaked up Dilara’s essence.


  After carefully embracing her daughter, Dilara wiped her eyes and gave her a wobbly smile, touching Tal’s tousled hair. “You look so pale. Are you in much pain, Balim?”


  “I’m okay,” Tal said again, trying to reassure her, and wiped her own eyes. “Thanks so much for coming . . .”


  Dilara stepped aside, holding out her hand to her husband. “Come, Robert, come hug your daughter.”


  Tal couldn’t stop the tears as her father’s tough exterior melted and she saw the anguish in his hazel eyes. “Oh, Dad,” she murmured, opening her arms as he came over to her bedside.


  “Is it all right to hug you?” he asked, his voice betraying deep concern.


  “Just don’t jar me,” Tal said, only half kidding. Her father had always been her bulwark, and nothing fazed Robert Culver. Except when something happened to his family.


  “Good,” Robert murmured, leaning over and carefully enclosing Tal in his arms. “Just let me hold you for a moment, my honey.”


  Burrowing her face into her father’s uniform, she allowed her tears to run freely. “I-I never thought . . . I was so afraid I’d die, Dad . . .”


  He smoothed her green gown across her back. “I know, I know,” he whispered. “Just thank God you’re all right. You’ll overcome this, Tal. You have your mother’s heart and my strength.”


  Nodding jerkily, Tal wanted her father to hold her longer because she felt so broken inside.


  As he settled her back against the pillow, he smiled down at her. “We were so afraid, honey. Everyone was. There was a lot of praying going on in Greece, Turkey, and Alexandria, Virginia, believe me.” Robert mustered a half smile, a sheen of tears in his eyes.


  Sniffing, Tal used the bedsheet to wipe her eyes dry. She felt her mother’s hand on her other arm, and suddenly everything felt right in her world. Only Wyatt and these two wonderful people could make her feel this way. “I-I’m sorry, Dad, I didn’t mean for this to happen . . .”


  Dilara clucked and smoothed her hand over Tal’s mussed hair. “Hush, Balim. Hush. You’re alive. We have everything to celebrate. My brothers cried on the phone, and then they danced, sang, and shouted to the heavens when they heard you were alive.” She tilted her head, holding her daughter’s weary gaze. “Angelo was singing in Greek, of course, dancing around his villa. Driving his wife, Maria, crazy.”


  Laughing a little, Tal nodded. “Sounds like everyone is celebrating.” She leaned back, feeling suddenly exhausted, and clung to her father’s big hand. Her mother patted her cheek and leaned over, kissing her forehead. It felt so good to have them here with her. Nurturing her. Loving her.


  There was another knock at the door and an orderly, a young man with blond hair, came in holding out a breakfast tray. “Ma’am? Breakfast. Are you hungry?”


  Tal wasn’t, but the young man in blue scrubs looked eager to be of help. “Sure,” she murmured.


  “I’ll take that,” Robert said, holding out his hand in the orderly’s direction.


  Instantly, the orderly came to attention. “Yes, sir!” He quickly handed the tray to Robert.


  “Thank you,” Dilara called to the orderly. “We appreciate it.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” He gave a nervous smile and quickly bowed out of the room.


  Robert placed the tray on the table and rolled it over to Tal. “Doesn’t this look yummy?” he said, and gave Tal a teasing look, a silly grin across his strong, chiseled face.


  Tal wrinkled her nose. “No, and you know it doesn’t, Dad. Ick. I’d kill for some ice cream right now.” A banana split. Wyatt . . .


  The look of distress in her mother’s eyes tore at Tal. It told her how much her accident had affected the family. Her father brought two chairs over to her bed, and they sat down. Tal wished she had a comb; her hair must have looked terrible. Dilara came over and positioned her bed so she could sit up and eat.


  She suddenly yearned for Wyatt’s quiet presence. She couldn’t wait for her parents to meet him. “Dad? Did you happen to see Wyatt?” she asked, her voice still sounding rough.


  Robert dropped his hat on the dresser in front of her bed and sat down. “Chief Lockwood?”


  Tal nodded. “Yes.” She looked down at her tray and saw a lot of bland food like yogurt, toast without butter, and red Jell-O in a cup. Tal craved a strong cup of Turkish coffee, but that wasn’t going to happen.


  “We met the chief as he was coming out of your room at 0500,” Robert told her. “We invited him to breakfast with us down in the cafeteria, Tal. He told us everything.” His voice dropped. “He said you saved his life, but frankly, the man saved yours, too, from the account he gave us. Not that he came out and said so . . .”


  “He’s a SEAL, Dad. They never boast about themselves. You know that.” She saw her father nod, his hazel eyes losing the hardness that appeared when he was in military mode. One of the many things she loved about her type A father was that when he didn’t have to be military, he wasn’t. He became warm, caring, and protective, like he was right now. It filled her heart, and it made her feel better.


  But she still missed the quiet, powerful strength of Wyatt at her side. He fed her heart and her soul too, just in a different way.


  Robert smiled a little. “I suppose so. But he saved you, Tal. And as a family, we’ll be forever grateful to him for his courage under those circumstances.”


  “Do you know where Wyatt is?” she asked, pushing the piece of dried, cooled toast around on the plate.


  “We were just finishing up our breakfast when he was ordered back to platoon HQ by his commanding officer.”


  Dilara smiled and reached out, touching Tal’s fingers. “He said to tell you he’ll be back later this evening, Balim.” She searched Tal’s eyes. “He’s a wonderful young man, and he cares very deeply for you. I could tell.” She sat very close to Tal’s bed and placed her hand over her daughter’s for a moment.


  Tal nodded, her throat closing up with tears. The morphine drip she was on was making her far too emotional and vulnerable right now. “Yes, Mom, he means a great deal to me, too.”


  She saw the understanding in her eyes. Tal didn’t think her father got it, but her mother, who was scarily psychic at times, got it completely. She knew that she loved Wyatt, even though she wasn’t going to discuss it right now.


  “That’s good to know,” she whispered. “Wonderful, in fact.”


  Robert said, “Angelo and his wife are going to arrive here at 1000. I’ve authorized clearance for his and your Turkish uncles’ jets to be able to land here at Bagram.”


  “Thanks, Dad. It will be good to see all of them.”


  “Well,” he grunted, “I worry it will be too much for you. They’re an excitable, passionate group.” He gave his wife an apologetic look.


  Dilara laughed. “Tal, you must know that Angelo had his chef prepare some wonderful Greek food for you. He said it will help you get well faster.”


  Tal grinned for the first time. “That’s great, Mom! To tell you the truth, right now I’m craving Turkish coffee. I’d love to have a cup.”


  Dilara’s eyes sparkled. “Well, I’ll let you in on a little secret, then. My three brothers are coming, and believe me, you will have your wish. Uncle Ihsan knows your love of Turkish coffee, and he’ll have some made on board the jet and brought to you. Uncle Berk is bringing your favorite pastry, peynir tatlısı, and Uncle Serkan’s wife is bringing you köylü çorbasi.”


  Happiness threaded through Tal, and her mouth watered at the thought of the feta cheese pastries and her aunt Melis’s peasant soup with lamb. “Thank God they’re rescuing me from this stuff,” she said, and gestured toward the uninspiring meal on her tray. She was starting to feel like herself again, despite her leg hanging suspended in the air. “When are they landing?”


  Robert looked at his watch. “Angelo and Maria will be here in an hour. Your uncles will land at noon.”


  “I can hardly wait for all those wonderful smells to be in this room and wipe out the bleach and antiseptic odors,” Tal said, feeling her spirit lift. “That’s so nice of all of them to come and see me.”


  “Well,” Robert said, warning in his voice, “your mother will make sure things don’t get out of hand. I have to leave here in a while on Air Force business. We don’t want your uncles starting a loud, noisy party here on this floor. Dilara will ask them to leave their musical instruments on their jets. They mean well, but they don’t understand what you’ve just been through.”


  Tal nodded. “Thanks, because right now, I’m feeling really tired.”


  “We’ll leave shortly,” he promised her. “First, you need to know what’s happening, Tal.”


  She frowned and heard a change in her father’s tone. She saw the stubborn line of his mouth become more pronounced. “What have you done, Dad?” Her father was a powerful general in the Air Force. He’d been in NATO for years and had important connections with all the branches of the military, right up to the White House.


  “Oh, Balim,” Dilara said, smiling, “there’s nothing but good news coming to you.” She laid her hand on her husband’s arm, giving him a loving look. “Tell her, Robert. You’re looking tough and you’re stressing Tal out.”


  He had the good grace to flush as he held Tal’s stare. “First, I arranged to have you flown out of here on the Air Force Gulfstream jet that brought us here. I’ve talked to the Navy doctors attached to your case, Tal, and they’re authorizing you to be brought back home, to Alexandria.”


  Her eyes widened. Tal had thought she’d end up at the Naval Medical Center in San Diego for recovery and physical therapy. She swallowed her surprise, knowing her father was a major powerhouse in the military. “Okay, that sounds great. But I’m going to need therapy, from what my surgeon told me in Recovery yesterday. I remember him saying that because of my ankle injury, I’d need serious, ongoing rehab.”


  Holding up his hand, Robert said, “No worries there. We are assembling a team of the best physical therapists from the Washington, D.C., area for you, Tal. When we leave here tomorrow at 0800, you’re going home with us. I know you have a condo nearby, but right now, you need twenty-four-hour nursing care. Your mother and I have already hired a group of nurses who will care for you at our home.” He smiled a little. “You’ll get your old bedroom back, but with a special bed in it to keep that leg of yours on a healing trajectory.”


  Her heart swung to Wyatt. She’d be gone tomorrow morning! Would she even get to say goodbye to him? Suddenly, Tal didn’t want to leave, but she saw the care, love, and concern in her parents’ faces. This had shaken them badly, and she’d known her father would, of course, get heavily involved in her recovery. “And this is okay with Major Dickenson, my CO?” she asked, her voice hoarse.


  “I’m seeing him shortly,” Robert said, glancing at his watch. “I’m sure he’ll support the plan.”


  Of course he would. Dickenson was a major, and her father was a general. A major did what a general ordered, no question. Tal knew Dickenson wouldn’t stand in the way of what her father had planned for her, anyway. But Wyatt? Oh, God, she wouldn’t see him for how long?


  She felt a pain in her heart much deeper and more hurtful than her ankle was right now. Tal knew it was impossible for Wyatt to leave his platoon. He had four more months of deployment in Afghanistan before he’d be sent home to San Diego. His enlistment would be up in November of this year. That was months away.


  “And then,” Robert said, standing, picking up his hat from the dresser and settling it on his head, “there’s the question of when you’ll turn in your commission, Tal.” He walked over to her, picking up her hand, looking into her weary eyes. “Maybe this injury is just going to get you out of the Marine Corps sooner than any of us expected. But it does give you an opportunity to make a seamless transition to becoming CEO of Artemis Security.” He smiled reassuringly and patted her hand. “Even from your bed, you can become immersed in the creation of Artemis, the hiring of staff and all the other decisions that have to be made on a daily basis as we build the facility. It will be operational June of next year, but the run-up is happening now.”


  Shock bolted through Tal, but as she stared into her father’s kind eyes, she felt his love and warmth surround her. Tal knew she should have expected this. Her father was a tactical strategist—a brilliant one—and a man of action. The Air Force had quickly catapulted him in importance and rank precisely because of those skills. He was considered an impressive, can-do senior officer, and the CIA and other black ops groups relied heavily on him because of all his skills and his extensive international contacts. When he spoke, they listened.


  She curved her hand into his. “Okay, that sounds fine, Dad. I will turn in my commission now, not later. I know I’ll go crazy because I’ll be trussed up for a minimum of eight weeks in bed while my bones heal. The surgeon told me the metal pins have to stay and I have to lie in bed; otherwise, the bones won’t knit properly.”


  “And you don’t want to lose your foot, Tal,” her father warned her grimly, frowning. “You’re not going to be happy, but your mother and I already discussed this situation. When the doctor authorizes you to start physical therapy, the Artemis Security building will be fully equipped with the machines you need and ready for use. We’d already planned a gym on the first floor, but I’m working with the construction supervisor and a physical therapy group. They’re going to put equipment in that gym that are specifically aimed at helping you get, quite literally, back on your feet.”


  Tal brightened and smiled weakly. “You’ve thought of everything, Dad.”


  “It’s my business to, honey,” he said gruffly, leaning over and placing a kiss on her brow. “Now, I have to leave. Your mother is going to be your gatekeeper when your cousin and uncles descend en masse upon you. Just tell her when it’s too much and she’ll shoo them out of here, all right? I need to have my attaché, Major Turnington, arrange for them all to get distinguished visitors’ quarters here on base.” He smiled kindly down at her, releasing her hand.


  “See you later, Dad,” she said, giving him a grateful look. “Thanks for everything you’re doing. I really appreciate it.”


  Her only loss would be Wyatt. Tal was glad she didn’t have to sit in a naval hospital for eight weeks. She’d much rather be at home. Her mom was an incredible cook, and she could look forward to Greek, Turkish, and American meals—and as much Turkish coffee as she wanted! The thought made her mouth water. God bless Uncle Ishan’s thoughtfulness to be bringing it here to her.


  Dilara gracefully arose after her husband dropped a kiss on her lips and told her goodbye. She smiled at Tal, slipping one of Tal’s hands between her own and leaning against the bed. “This is a lot to take in so soon after surgery,” she said soothingly, easing her daughter’s black hair across her shoulders. Dilara took her small brush and comb from her large purse to tame her hair, making Tal very happy. As she gently pulled the comb through her hair, she asked, “How are you doing, Balim?”


  Tal’s heart broke a little over her mother’s softly whispered Turkish endearment. She was grateful that she was combing her hair. “Dad tends to overwhelm everyone, Mom,” managing a faint smile.


  “I warned him before he got in here to go easy on you,” she said wryly, touching Tal’s cheek and patting it gently. “There’s more, but he tried to rein himself in for your benefit.”


  Tal managed a short laugh and nodded. “I could feel it around him. He’s like a racehorse in the gate, chomping at the bit to be let loose so he can run.”


  “Well,” Dilara said, “he’s a man who makes things happen. Look how he’s gathered my Greek and Turkish family and rallied them around his vision for Artemis Security.”


  “Oh, absolutely,” Tal said, leaning back, luxuriating in her mother’s loving gaze and care. “No question.”


  “You’re exhausted.” She patted Tal’s hand. “I feel such sadness around you. What is that all about?” She tilted her head, studying Tal in the growing silence.


  Tears suddenly filled Tal’s eyes and she lifted her other hand, pushing them away. She wasn’t one to cry often, not even as a child. “I hate this morphine, Mom. It’s making me an emotional wreck,” she muttered in apology. Her mother made a soft sound of understanding, taking the brush and smoothing the gleaming strands into place around her shoulders, a pleased look coming to her face. “There, you look beautiful,” she said, smiling down at Tal.


  “Thanks, Mom,” she murmured, moving her fingers through her hair, so glad that it didn’t look messy any longer.


  Dilara released Tal’s hand, went to her tan leather Gucci purse, and pulled out an embroidered white handkerchief after placing the comb and brush in another pocket. She gave it to Tal. Leaning her hip against the bed, being careful not to jolt Tal’s suspended leg, she watched her daughter wipe her eyes. “Tell me why you’re crying, my darling. Something is going on within you.”


  Sniffing, Tal gripped the handkerchief in her hand. “Mom, I’ve fallen in love with Wyatt Lockwood.” She shrugged helplessly. “He’s been pursuing me for three years and I kept pushing him away . . .”


  “Because of your loss of Brian.” Dilara nodded, giving her a sympathetic look. “But grief lasts only so long, Balim, and you begin to want to live again, to take part in life once more. Perhaps that time has come?”


  Taking a ragged breath, Tal whispered, “I guess that’s what happened. It hasn’t been that long since we became intimate, Mom. Everything’s happened so fast, it’s throwing me off-balance.”


  Dilara’s delicate mouth drew into a soft line. “You love him, though?”


  Tal looked down at the handkerchief gripped in her hand. “Yes . . . yes, I do. But it’s so soon, Mom.” She searched her mother’s compassionate face.


  Shrugging, Dilara said, “Balim, he’s been pursuing you for years. He must love you very much not to give up and walk away from you. Doesn’t that tell you something about this man’s heart? How much he’s loved you from a distance for so long? So, it’s not really too soon for him. Perhaps for you, yes. But not for him. He knew he loved you, wanted you, and was willing to wait, yes?”


  “Yes,” Tal admitted, pain in her low voice. “I’ve been running through all of that, Mom. And you’re right. I was grieving for Brian. I was so frightened of ever falling in love with another military man.” She looked away, trying to think coherently through the morphine. “He and I have talked about all of this . . .”


  “And I’m sure, with what has just happened,” Dilara said, smoothing her hand over her daughter’s lower arm, “that this must be tearing both of you apart. Wyatt must know you’ll be leaving Bagram soon.”


  “I’m sure he’s already put that together.”


  “And how long must he remain here?”


  “Four months,” Tal muttered, shaking her head.


  Dilara moved forward and gently enfolded her daughter in her strong arms, just holding her.


  Tal slid her arms around her thin, graceful mother. Her spicy perfume was so much a part of her and right now, it was like an elixir of life to Tal. She breathed it in.


  In a few minutes, Dilara gave her a careful hug and released her. “Your young man, Wyatt . . . I thought as we sat with him in the officers’ dining room that there was something very strong and important between you.” Her eyes danced. “Of course, I don’t think your father saw the subtle signs, but women are far more sensitive about reading body language and voice intonations.” She smiled fully. Pushing some strands of hair away from Tal’s cheek, she added, “I could tell Wyatt loved you. He choked up a couple of times and I saw tears in his eyes, which he hid very quickly from us.”


  “He does love me, Mom,” Tal said brokenly. “But I know it’s going to get crazy in here in a little while . . .”


  “You want to see Wyatt before you leave tomorrow morning, yes?”


  A lump formed in Tal’s throat and she closed her eyes and drew in a serrated breath. “I have to, Mom. I can’t leave without saying goodbye to him . . .”


  Nodding, Dilara said lightly, “Then I will tell Robert, and I’m sure that Wyatt’s CO will allow him at least an hour to come here to see you. Will that be all right?”


  It was more than all right. When a general made a request, few said no. Her heart lifted and she felt the dark heaviness around her begin to dissolve. “Yes, more than all right, Mom. Thank you . . .”


  WYATT KNOCKED LIGHTLY on Tal’s door. It was nearly midnight, and he swallowed his frustration. He was sure Tal was asleep and hated to wake her up. But she was leaving at 0800 aboard her father’s Air Force Gulfstream jet. He waited a moment and then quietly slipped in the door. He halted, staring at the massive bouquets of colorful tropical flowers sitting in vases all around the room. Their fragrance was strong. There was a table filled with food, some half-eaten; other plates that had been cleaned up; and still others that had foil wrapped over the top of them.


  Wyatt approached Tal’s bed. She was sleeping, and she looked so beautiful to him. Wyatt could see the weariness in her face, but at least her cheeks had their color back, and for that he was grateful. Her hair, once hanging loose and tousled, had been combed until it shone with blue highlights beneath the lamp that was still on. Someone had artfully pulled her hair up into a casual knot on top of her head and fastened it with two silver combs. He would bet it was her mother who had done it.


  He smiled a little as he went silently to her right side, watching the shadows move across her classically sculptured face. After meeting her mother, Cousin Angelo, and the three Turkish uncles, he saw a little of each of them in Tal in large and small ways.


  There had been a big party in her room, no question. Wyatt saw a number of gifts of candy, pistachios, dates, and other fruit from Turkey. He saw baklava, white sugar cookies, and walnut cake that he recognized from the year he’d spent in Greece with his SEAL team. There were unopened bottles of champagne and wine, as well. And there was a tall, yellow bottle of Greek retsina, which Wyatt had absolutely no taste for. He was a beer drinker, pure and simple.


  He looked at the instruments, noting that Tal’s blood pressure and pulse were normal. That was excellent. It meant she’d recovered from the shock, allowing her body to fully function after her major surgery. Tal frowned in her sleep, her lips parting. Bad dream? Probably. Wyatt hesitated, not wanting to wake her, yet his heart begged him to do just that.


  “Wyatt?”


  He smiled down into her barely open, cloudy-looking eyes. “Hey, darlin’. Sorry to wake you. It’s almost midnight.” He grazed her cheek with his thumb, watching her respond like a cat would to a caress. There was almost a purring sound deep in her throat, and he sobered. Tal was leaving in eight hours. She was being ripped out of his life, and he wouldn’t be able to see her for at least four months. Emotionally, that staggered Wyatt, but he closed it off and shoved it deep down in his kill box. Right now, all his focus was on Tal. He didn’t want her stressed or worried about him when she left Bagram.


  Groaning, she fumbled for a button near her pillow and pushed it. The bed whirred and slowly brought her up into a near-sitting position. She dropped the button and wiped her eyes. “I thought you’d be here sooner. Is something going on?”


  Her voice was low and husky with sleep. He moved his fingers slowly up and down her forearm, feeling its velvet firmness. “Yeah, the shit hit the fan over at our platoon. We got called out to assist a Delta Force team. In fact, it was Matt’s team.”


  Tal’s eyes snapped open.


  “He’s fine,” Wyatt quickly added, seeing her instant worry. “His team got ambushed near a village by around fifty Taliban. They called us for reinforcements and the platoon answered. I led the teams in and directed fire.”


  She searched his features. “Are you all right?”


  He grinned lazily. “A little firefight isn’t taking me out, Tal, so get that worry out of your mind, okay? And Matt is fine. Came through without a scratch. We got back an hour ago by helo. I think he’s visiting your parents at their DV quarters right now. He’s coming over here after that to see you. You’re not gonna get much sleep before you leave.”


  “Thank God he’s okay. I worry about him and Alexa.” She shook her head. “A lot.”


  “Alexa, from what I understand, flew in here late this afternoon off several missions. She had dinner with your parents,” he told her. “Has she visited you yet?”


  Tal smiled a little, tucking her fingers into his. “I swear, Wyatt, if she smells Greek and Turkish food in the air, my little sister will find it. Yes, she landed at 1600 and came straight over here to see me. And of course,” Tal said, sitting back against her pillows, “she’s always been the darling of our family. So full of life, laughter, and smiles. All the uncles and my cousin deluged her, hugged and kissed her. They fuss over Alexa. She doesn’t look like a combat pilot, so they worry more about her than Matt or me, who look like we can take care of ourselves.”


  He studied her. “Taking nothing away from Alexa, you’re a ground warrior. It’s a lot more dangerous for you than it is for her. Do your relatives realize that?”


  Shrugging, she said, “I don’t think so.” Then, changing the subject, she said, “How do you like my hair? My sister helped me with it. Do you like my new ’do?”


  “Yeah, makes you look like a young woman going to college,” he teased. “I thought your mom might have arranged it, but I was wrong.”


  “My mom combed and brushed my hair because it was so messy. Alexa has all those girly things in place. She takes after Mom. She put my hair up. I can remember when I was twelve, my mom was trying to get me to sit down and learn how to use makeup.” She laughed a little and shook her head. “Alexa, who was ten, was always sneaking into her dresser drawers, where Mom had her makeup. She was always putting on lipstick, trying some of the gold or silver barrettes that our mom loves to wear in her hair. I was the tomboy, Wyatt, never the fashion model.”


  “I happen to think that tomboys are very courageous and fearless,” he murmured, leaning over, cupping her jaw, guiding her mouth to his. Wyatt saw the regret in Tal’s eyes. She honestly thought she was less feminine than Alexa, but he was going to show her how wrong she was. Her mouth opened eagerly to his and he felt her fingers slide upward across his chest.


  She tasted of honey, and Wyatt smiled, wondering just how much baklava she’d eaten earlier. And he tasted coffee, as well. More than likely, her beloved Turkish coffee. He heard purring in the back of her throat as he gently held her in place, nudging her lips open even more, tasting her more deeply. Tal smelled wonderful, and there was a new scent, perhaps cinnamon, in the strands of her hair. Everything about this woman of his smelled so damned good to him. Wyatt ached to take her, hold her, love her until she fainted from the pleasure he knew he could give her. But none of that was possible right now. He had to be careful not to jostle or move Tal too much, or her leg would take off like a mean banshee, causing her a lot of hellish nerve pain.


  Sliding his hand up her warm, firm cheek, he eased from her mouth, hearing her breathing changing, growing shallow, her fingers digging into his shoulder, letting him know that she wanted him. He smiled a little. “I like what I see in your eyes. You’re hungry, darlin’, and it’s not for all that good food that’s in this room.”


  The doors to his heart swung wide, and he heard Tal’s whispered laugh against his cheek as she clung to him. Sliding his arm slowly beneath her neck, Wyatt moved as close as he could to her. He hadn’t taken a shower after that firefight and he smelled sweaty; he was dirty and his uniform was dusty as hell. He’d come straight off the patrol and headed out for the hospital, seeing the order from General Culver to visit Tal. That was one order he was definitely going to follow. What the general didn’t know was he needed no one to tell him to come visit the woman he loved with all his heart. Wyatt was sure that Robert Culver had talked to his OIC and cleared the path for him to be here as soon as he could, and not have to cut through red tape to do it. He had a helluva lot of respect for her father. He was a man who paid close attention to every detail.


  Closing his eyes, Wyatt eased her against him, being very, very aware of that leg of hers. Tal couldn’t move much one way or another, but he could lean a long way forward and practically cover her with his tall, wide body. He felt Tal relax and sag fully against him, her brow pressed against his jaw, her hand moving slowly across his chest. “I love you, Tal,” he rasped, kissing her hair, her temple. “And we’re going to get through this together. I just want you to get out of here. Home is a damn good place for you to recuperate. You’ll be completely safe there. And turning in your commission is the right thing to do now. Your father said he had a staff of nurses and anyone else you might need coming in to help you.” He squeezed her gently, feeling her trust him fully with herself.


  “It’s a good thing,” Tal agreed quietly, nuzzling his neck. “But I’m going to miss you so much, Wyatt.”


  He heard the trembling in her voice. Wyatt knew being on a morphine drip kept a person far more emotionally raw and sensitive than usual. And Tal was feeling pretty vulnerable right now. “We’ll have email and we can Skype, sometimes, when I can get on the computer. We have forty SEALs, and I have to make a schedule of who gets to Skype and what time, and for how long.”


  Just holding Tal fed him, and the warmth of her in his arms dulled some of the ache that he knew was going to come back and bite him after she flew out of Bagram.


  Tal’s hand stilled on his chest. He could feel her struggling through the constant haze of the morphine cloud. She was a woman of immense intelligence, a smart leader, and a good manager of people. He knew she had to feel as if she were in a prison. People like her and himself didn’t do well enclosed in little offices or rooms like this, much less being trussed up like a Christmas goose. He kissed her temple and eased her head back against the bed. “Talk to me. I can hear you thinking.” Her eyes were half-closed, and he saw the glitter of tears in them. His heart snagged and he wanted to haul her into his arms and make wild, hungry love with her, because he knew that’s exactly what she needed right now. Death sex was real. After a person almost died and cheated death, having sex was one of the most life-affirming acts two humans could share with one another. If she wasn’t tied up in that damned bed, he’d have been climbing into it and doing just that with Tal.


  She looked at him and her lower lip quivered once. “I won’t see you for at least four months,” she whispered, her voice choked.


  Wyatt knew how traumatic their parting would be for her. Tal wasn’t big on talking about these things, probably a lot like her father, if he judged the man correctly. Hell, neither was he. But they were real good at showing one another how they felt.


  “I get back to Coronado, our team HQ, in four months,” he said, his voice vibrant with emotion. “I get sixty days’ leave at that time, Tal. We call it PRODEV, professional development. Normally, I take thirty days of leave just to slum around and ramp down from the deployment. And the other thirty days, I go to a school to upgrade my skills in a given area. We return to ST3 at Coronado October first. My enlistment is up November first. If it’s all right with you, I’d like to fly back and be with you for that time frame. Then, come November one, I’ll be a civilian and I can remain with you. What do you think?”


  She wiped her eyes, her fingers trembling. “Oh, yes, I want that. I have a condo in Alexandria, Wyatt. I’m sure by that time I’ll be mobile and back in my own home.” Searching his eyes, she asked, “Do you really want to do this?”


  He snorted and kissed the tip of her nose. “I chased you for three years, woman. I’m not giving up now just because there’s a friggin’ four month roadblock in front of me. As long as you want me to walk back into your life, I will.”


  Tal sniffed and wiped more tears from her eyes. “You’d better get your ass on the first plane you can find, Lockwood. And once you get to my condo, do not even think that you’re leaving our bed for a long, long time after that.”


  He grinned, loving those words and her saucy delivery. “Well,” he said, gesturing with his chin toward the table filled to overflowing with food, “as long as I can have food like this waiting for me, I’ll be there.”


  Laughing a little, Tal smiled, drowning in his hooded gaze. “I promise you. I’m a very good cook. I might not have made it in the makeup and hair department, but I’m a badass when it comes to Greek and Turkish cooking. You will want for nothing, Lockwood.”


  “I’ll hold you to that, woman.” He grinned, brushing his mouth against hers, tasting the saltiness of her tears on them. Wyatt kissed her with every atom of his heart and soul. Because it was going to be a very long four months without this vibrant, beautiful woman in his arms.


  


  
    CHAPTER 19
  


  TAL WAS IN her Artemis Security office, working midmorning. She loved the huge bulletproof windows that overlooked the colorful October Virginia woodlands. The sun shone brightly in a deep blue sky, its rays slanting across the green pastures, past the white wooden fences that defined the farm in which the security company was concealed.


  Below her office, she could hear the muted sounds of ongoing construction. The place wouldn’t be ready until June of next year, but the basement project was done and they could now work nonstop on the three-story farmhouse, continuing to convert its interior into a world-class security facility.


  Her office smelled of fresh paint; she’d recently had it redone in a pale blue color she liked and found soothing. Alexa’s office across the hall was being worked on right now. Lia Cassidy, manager of the Home School Foundation branch of the multipronged charity, was just down the hall. Artemis would protect all three arms of the global charity: Home School Foundation, Farming Foundation, and the Safe House Foundation. Smiling a little, Tal was glad to hear from her mother, Dilara, that everything was set for Lia and Cav Jordan’s wedding on April second. She liked Lia a lot; she was a military vet like herself, as was Cav.


  Lia had been given a pink diamond engagement ring by Cav at Tal’s parents’ house, and there wasn’t a dry eye in the place. Lia and Cav had lived rough lives, Tal knew, and it was about time these two stellar people caught a break. She was looking forward to attending their wedding with Wyatt. Lia had gotten pregnant upon their first visit back to her parents’ beet farm in Oregon; it had just been confirmed yesterday. Lia and Cav were overjoyed, and so was everyone else at Artemis. She would be six months pregnant at the time of their marriage. For a honeymoon? Cav was going to build a nursery on to their recently purchased one-hundred-year-old farmhouse five miles from work. A number of men from Artemis were going to pitch in and help Cav give Lia the most beautiful nursery anyone had seen. Tal smiled, happy for the couple deeply in love.


  Her heart swelled. Wyatt was to arrive in three hours! Her heart pounded with anticipation. Four months. Four long, damned slow-moving months had crawled by as she recovered from her injuries. Yes, they’d shared emails and Skyped, but that was all. It didn’t stop Tal from missing him terribly. Or worrying about his being out in the field. She had nightmares about it sometimes.


  Tal kept the door to her spacious office open, and her hearing keyed to those moving up and down the carpeted hall. Right now, Artemis was slowly coming online. People were being hired all the time, working in half-finished offices. It was quiet chaos around here, but those hired were gung-ho about working for the in-house security firm. Alexa would be on the fifth floor, at the top of the building, with her. Tal had turned in her commission in July, shortly after coming home to recuperate.


  She worried about Matt, still in Delta Force and still in Afghanistan. His enlistment also expired in March of next year. Tal desperately needed him to fill an important slot in Artemis as head of the KNR Division. Her father was searching for someone who could fill in until Matt could leave the Army and come home to work with them.


  “Tal?”


  She lifted her head. Jay Caldwell was standing expectantly at the door. “Hey, come in, Jay.”


  He brought over a file. “I’m working with our local phone company,” he told her wryly, placing it on her desk. “They want us to pay for a fiber-optic cable that’s going to have to be dug and placed underground for two miles between their station and Artemis. We can’t work without it, as you know.”


  Groaning, Tal opened the file and looked at the price. “Three million dollars? I expected it to be somewhere around that number.” She initialed the contract and closed it. “Take it to accounting, okay?”


  “You bet.”


  “How are the new servers in the basement performing?”


  He smiled. “Sweet as a new baby’s butt.”


  Tal grinned. Jay had been given an honorable medical discharge after having gallbladder surgery. He’d spent the time with his wife, Linda, who was seven months pregnant with their third baby, a little girl. And as soon as he had been released, Tal had hired him and brought him on board. He was their brilliant Internet technician, and although he had no formal training, Jay was proving to be the perfect choice for them.


  “Well,” she said drily, giving him a glance, “in another two months you’ll be powdering your new daughter’s little butt.” She grinned.


  Jay brightened and smiled fully. “And I’m looking forward to it.” He became serious. “Moving up here, Tal, has helped Linda and me so much. We’re both so grateful you gave me this job.”


  “And that, in turn, helps your family, which Artemis is keen on keeping happy. The day care center is going in on the first floor as we speak. You’ll have a place for your young ones, if you need it. And you do such a great job for us. That one time we were out there on that scree slope in the Hindu Kush and you were telling me you were going to leave the Corps, I wanted to tell you then that I’d hire you. But I couldn’t. It wasn’t the right time.”


  “I understand,” Jay said. “But I’m glad to be here, Tal. This is like a dream come true for me . . . and for Linda.”


  She grinned. “Keep me in the loop on this cable getting dug and into full operation as soon as possible?”


  “You bet.”


  Tal returned to work. Once they got the KNR slot filled while waiting for Matt to return home, Artemis would be ready to begin protecting their worldwide charities.


  Realizing she craved another cup of Turkish coffee, Tal pushed back in her black leather chair and stood. As she turned, she gasped. Wyatt stood in the doorway, a welcoming grin on his face. He was dressed in civilian clothes of jeans and a dark blue cowboy shirt with pearl buttons down the front of it. His hands were on his hips. He wore an old leather bomber jacket that made him look like the rogue he was. Plus a black baseball cap with the SEAL logo embroidered in gold on the front of it.


  “Wyatt!” she gasped.


  “Made it a little early, darlin’,” he drawled, stepping into the office and opening his arms to her.


  Tal still limped on her newly healed ankle. She wore a special boot that had a brace within it to shore up her weak ankle for now. She didn’t fly to him as she would have before her injury, but she certainly wanted to! Joyful shock worked through her as she saw him for the first time without his shaggy hair and beard. He was much more handsome now that she could see his full face. His gray eyes sparkled with warmth as he walked toward her with that casual, boneless grace of his. But before he did, he pushed the door closed with the heel of his cowboy boot.


  “Come here,” he growled, sliding his arms around Tal, bringing her against him.


  “Wyatt!” Tal whispered his name and lifted her mouth to his descending one. The scent of sage soap entered her nostrils. He was clean-shaven, his hair now cut military short. In jeans and a cowboy shirt, Wyatt looked more like a male model than the badass SEAL he really had been. Joy flowed through her as he brought his mouth down to hers, and she eagerly returned his deep kiss. There was nothing tame about this meeting, his arms closing tightly around her, her breasts pressed fully against his chest. He tasted of mint toothpaste, his masculine scent making her lower body explode with violent need in every possible way.


  Reluctantly, they eased from their kiss, staring at one another in silence except for their ragged breathing.


  “How did you get here so soon?” Tal finally whispered, stepping out of his arms.


  “I took an earlier flight,” he said. Holding her hands and giving her a critical look, he said, “You look like a CEO, Tal. Nice-looking black wool pantsuit, bright red silk blouse, and hey, you’re even wearing gold earrings. I like your hair up on your head. Did your mom help you with it?”


  Tal laughed. “No. But Mom is teaching me the fine art of hairstyling. I can clean up every once in a while, Lockwood.”


  Wyatt chuckled, releasing one hand and bringing over a chair next to hers at her desk. “You did this just for me, darlin’?” He led her over to her chair, watching her limp as she walked.


  Tal carefully sat down. Her ankle wasn’t flexible yet, as much as she wished it was. She watched Wyatt take off his leather coat and absorbed his powerful chest and broad shoulders. He hung it on the back of his chair and sat down, his gaze pinned on her. Tal could feel him intently checking her out. She’d missed that, and it felt good to have that kind of caring aimed directly at her.


  “All for you, cowboy. I usually wear jeans and a long-sleeve tee, if you want to know the truth. We were going to pick you up at the airport in a couple of hours and I wanted to look nice for you.”


  “You do.” Wyatt gestured to her ankle. “You’re limping pretty well, too. How’s the physical therapy going?”


  Tal pointed to the cane leaning against her desk. “I’m supposed to use that when I walk, but I hate it. I’m just not going to do it, Wyatt.” She saw him nod and give her a sympathetic look. “I do PT three times a week. My ankle’s still pretty stiff but slowly responding over time. Not fast enough for me, though.”


  “It’s tough for a racehorse to suddenly be put out to pasture when she’s used to winning her races.”


  Tal leaned back in her chair. “Yes.”


  “How’s the transition been going for you as the new CEO?” Wyatt asked. “You don’t say much in our Skype calls or in emails.”


  “Because it’s all top secret.”


  “Yeah, I got that.” Wyatt looked around, approval in his expression. “Nice digs. State-of-the-art, from the looks of it.” He gestured toward the huge windows. “Bulletproof glass, to boot. Nice call.”


  “Yes. We’re on full alert at Artemis.” She frowned. “Even though we’re camouflaged as a working hydroponic organic farm, one of our many enemies might one day find out where we’re operating and try to destroy us.”


  “Yeah,” he said heavily, “I know. So, you got the latest materials to make this place less visible to passing satellites?” He peered up at the ceiling, checking it out.


  “Yes, we’re completely immune to any unwanted invasion by electronic device, drone, laser, infrared, heat sensors, or satellite snooping with their facilities. The walls are made of the latest composite material. They won’t find us from the sky or by using their ground-search instruments.”


  “Good,” Wyatt murmured. “I want you safe, darlin’.”


  Tal saw her father open the door to her office. He was dressed in casual, dark green chinos, a white shirt, and a dark brown corduroy blazer. That was dressing down for him. “Dad, he’s here,” Tal said with a smile, standing and gesturing toward Wyatt.


  Robert Culver’s peppered brows rose as he saw him. “You beat us to the punch, Lockwood.” He stepped forward, offering his hand. “Good to have you home, son.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Wyatt said, standing and shaking his hand.


  “Got jet lag?” Robert asked.


  “A little, not much. I had to spend a week in Coronado getting my platoon settled in, so I’m good to go. Hungry, though.”


  Robert smiled. “We’ve got a nice little family-owned inn down the road, a favorite of ours. How about I take you and Tal to lunch?”


  Wyatt looked to Tal, and she nodded. “Sounds good to me, sir.”


  “You can drop the ‘sir,’ Wyatt. I’m not wearing my uniform.” Robert gazed warmly over at Tal. “Right now, I’m unofficially known as dad-in-chief of Artemis, helping Tal bring it online.”


  Chuckling, Tal opened the bottom drawer of her desk and pulled out her black leather purse, sliding it over her left shoulder. “I like that. Maybe we should use it as a new call sign, Dad?” She limped over, sliding her arm around her father’s waist, giving him a strong hug of hello.


  Wyatt liked the warmth between father and daughter. It was clear that Robert Culver adored his daughter as they drove to the Pheasant Inn, a few miles from the farmhouse. The black SUV had an assigned driver and Robert Culver sat in the passenger seat while Wyatt sat in the rear seat with Tal, who was quiet.


  She was the serious child, the responsible one who had grown up taking care of her siblings and realizing her place as firstborn in the family. Wyatt had met Alexa several times since Tal had left Bagram. And while Alexa may have been sunlight, Wyatt thought of Tal as a new moon on a starry night, mysterious, exotic, and sensual.


  At the inn, they were taken to a roomy, red leather U-shaped booth with a view of everyone in the small but cozy restaurant. It was 1130 and the patrons were starting to drift in. Wyatt’s mouth watered as he picked up the delicious fragrances from the kitchen. It appeared the owner, Julie Townsend, a red-haired young woman in her midtwenties with dancing green eyes, knew the Culver family very well. She hugged father and daughter, and then Tal introduced her to Wyatt, who received a hug, too.


  “Friendly place,” he drawled, enjoying the warm welcome.


  “It is,” Tal said. “Family-owned. Our kind of people. Welcome to civilian life.”


  “Are you enjoying it?” Wyatt asked as he perused the menu.


  “Very much so. Here, no one’s shooting at me.”


  Robert added, “Thank God.”


  Wyatt took her statement seriously, understanding very clearly its implications. He knew Tal was still recovering from what had happened to her out on that slope in the Hindu Kush. PTSD was guaranteed. Hell, he had some himself, not that he went around admitting it to anyone.


  Right now, he wanted to build good memories, and on this thirty-day leave, he wanted the woman who had claimed him, heart and soul. She looked incredibly sophisticated in her new garb, a far cry from cammies, weapons carried on her body, and her Win-Mag sniper rifle. The change was startling—no, wonderful! He was glad to have her far away from enemy bullets.


  “Wyatt,” Robert said after they turned in their orders to the waitress, “I’m very interested in your mission software. Tal’s been telling me a lot about it and how it helped her with her mission planning. By any chance, did you bring it with you?”


  Wyatt nodded. “Yes, I did. I thought I’d let Tal give it a trial run at Artemis. Do you mind?”


  Shrugging, Robert gave his oldest daughter a warm look. “Tal’s the CEO, so it’s her call, not mine. All I do is provide consulting services when asked, and military connections behind the scenes when needed.”


  “I’d love to use it, Wyatt,” she said, sipping water with a slice of lime in it. “We’ve just gotten the briefing rooms down on B2 finished. There are all kinds of computer equipment in them, big wall screens and communication gear set up. Jay has been doing a wonderful job of getting it all wired and put in and working.”


  “Good,” he murmured. Wyatt had run into Jay Caldwell earlier on the third floor elevator, and they’d patted one another heartily on the back. The kid had never looked happier, and Wyatt knew he’d deserved a break like this. He drank his steaming coffee. “Maybe in a couple of days we can give it a go. Right now, I just need some downtime, lots of sleep, and to get off that cliff called Afghanistan.”


  Tal gave him a faint smile. “You’ll get your wish.”


  “Maybe we’ll fire up your software in, say, three days, Wyatt?” Robert asked.


  “Sure, we can do that.”


  Wyatt saw how happy Tal was, and that made him happy. He’d never realized until now how much stress had shown on her face. Now it was gone.


  “Could this software be used on any kind of mission?” Robert probed. He took a freshly made biscuit from the woven wooden basket that Julie had just placed on the table for them, slathering it with butter.


  “Right now,” Wyatt said, “I’ve written it for combat missions, police SWAT teams, but it could be tweaked for other types of missions that might not be SEAL-DA oriented.”


  Tal pressed her lips together in thought. “Alexa’s department is the Safe House arm of Artemis, and we’re looking at several scenarios. Some cases may involve a foreign father stealing his child and running back to his country of origin. The American wife is left without her child and has no way to find her husband or her child ever again. It’s a heartbreaking situation. We could use mission software on those types of cases.”


  “In that scenario,” Wyatt said, “it would take me time to understand the backstory of what happened in order to write software that could respond to that type of situation.”


  “But it could be done?” Robert asked, pressing him intently.


  “Yes,” Wyatt assured him.


  Tal picked up a hot biscuit, opening it up, watching the steam drift upward from it. “What about KNR cases?”


  “Same strategy applies, but KNR is more like combat conditions and scenarios, so it would be faster and easier to adapt my software to it.”


  Robert nodded, studying Wyatt. “Son, you’re a damn smart fellow, and I think that, judging by what Tal has told us, I’d really like to have Artemis Security own what you’ve created. After watching it work, I think you, Tal, and I should go to her office and talk seriously about it. Are you interested?”


  Wyatt saw Tal relax in the chair, fondly gazing at her father. “Sure, we can talk about it.”


  “We’d want exclusivity,” Robert said, his growing excitement evident in his voice.


  “Dad . . . ,” Tal pleaded, knowing her father was gung-ho on getting their hands on Wyatt’s one-of-a-kind software.


  Robert grinned apologetically, chastened. “Okay, honey, I’ll be good. No more business talk at lunch. Got it.”


  TAL THREW HER car keys into a red glass bowl in the foyer of her third-story condo. Wyatt shut the door and followed her down the teak hall, which shone in rich golds and browns. The condo was large and airy and had two bedrooms. He enjoyed the view from the rear, watching Tal’s feminine hip movements, despite her limp.


  He wanted to massage that stiffened ankle, give her some relief from the pain he saw when she slowly put partial weight on it. She had to wear that special boot that supported it. But it didn’t ruin the glamorous image he always held of her.


  “Hey, nice digs,” he murmured, sauntering into the living room. It was an open-concept layout, and the kitchen sparkled with steel appliances, a red and gold granite countertop, and five black leather-covered stools halfway around the long rectangular island.


  He sniffed. “Hey, you’ve been cooking,” he said, giving her a big smile.


  Tal pulled off her black wool blazer and draped it over the burnt-orange corduroy sofa. “I promised you Greek and Turkish food when you got here. Remember?”


  Wyatt turned to her. Tal was resting her hips against the back of the huge U-shaped sofa. The colors were warm in here, reminding him of the Mediterranean, but why wouldn’t they be? Half her heritage was from that part of the world. He placed his hands on either side of her hips, holding her sultry green gaze.


  “So what are you hungry for, darlin’?” he asked, taking her mouth slowly, tasting her, feeling her respond, her arms sliding around his shoulders. It was like a dream to have Tal in his embrace, her breasts resting against his chest, her hips moving against his, letting him know just how much she wanted him. She was feline indeed, an alpha-female Anatolian leopard on the prowl for her mate. He smiled as he drew away, teasing. “Tell me . . .”


  She sighed and rested her forehead on his shoulder. “I’m not in very romantic circumstances, Wyatt, much as I wish I could be . . .”


  “Everything can be an act of love,” he growled, kissing the tip of her nose. It was exactly what he needed—having time with Tal, just the two of them, to touch and kiss and . . .


  “My ankle. It’s killing me. I don’t normally do so much walking every day. Today, it’s pretty swollen and I need to get in a tub of hot water and soak it.”


  “Okay,” he said helpfully, “let me draw it for you.”


  “How very kind.” She grinned.


  “And”—he kissed her temple and then her delicate ear—“after you soak it, I’ll help you get in bed and massage it for you.”


  She groaned with pleasure. “Really? You’d do that for me?”


  Wyatt cocked his head. “What part of me loving you did you miss, darlin’?” He saw laughter shining in her eyes.


  “I guess I had that coming.”


  “And a lot more,” he promised. “I’m going to spoil you absolutely rotten, woman. I can see how much pain you’re in. You’re real good at covering it up, though, I’ll give you that. But remember, I can spot your pain a mile away, so quit trying to hide it from me. It’s not gonna work, Tal.”


  She sighed as he helped her stand on her own two feet, his hand cupping her elbow. “That’s the SEAL sniper in you, Wyatt. I guess I can’t escape it.”


  “No, you can’t, darlin’,” he assured her smugly, allowing her to lead him down the hall toward the bathroom. “I don’t miss any details.”


  Tal halted at her bedroom, pushing the door open wider. “Want to come in?”


  “You have to ask? In a heartbeat,” he said, noting that the filmy curtains over the huge window on one side of the bed allowed the last of the dusk light in. The curtains were a deep marine blue. The spread across the king-size bed was clearly Greek in design and bursting with bright colors. He saw a small replica of a sailing ship on her tiger-maple dresser.


  “Whose ship is this?” he asked.


  “Cousin Angelo’s yacht, the Diana.” Tal sat down on one of the fabric-covered chairs near the bed. “Diana was the goddess of the hunt. In Turkey, she’s known as Artemis. My mom’s Turkish family has the largest global shipping concern called Artemis Shipping. Angelo’s is the second-largest container shipping company in the world, and it’s called Delos Shipping.” She shook her head. “I find the synchronicity wild because in Greek myths, it’s said that the sun god, Apollo, and Artemis were born on the isle of Delos.” Tal started to lean over to begin the process of removing the lightweight boot on her right foot.


  “Let me,” Wyatt coaxed, kneeling down on one knee. “I’ll be gentle,” he said, his fingers quickly beginning to deftly open the Velcro straps.


  “You really are going to spoil me,” Tal whispered, leaning back, closing her eyes, a soft smile on her lips.


  “Every second, darlin’,” Wyatt promised, easing the boot open very slowly. He saw a lot of swelling around her ankle and scowled. “Tal,” he muttered, “you need to use that cane. Your ankle looks like a fat piece of sausage right now.”


  She opened her eyes and sat up, making a face as she studied it. “Yes, it’s worse than usual tonight.”


  “You should have saved showing me around the security building for some other time,” he said, giving her a chastising look. Slipping off the boot, he rolled her gray sock off and set it aside. “Lie back on the bed and relax. I’m going to do a little lymphatic massage and get some of that swelling reduced. You’ll feel a lot better when I’m done.”


  “Promise?” She lay down, closing her eyes.


  “I promise.” Wyatt swept his fingers as light as a feather across her purplish swollen flesh. The ankle was twice the size it should have been. He knew that crushed bones often caused a lot of capillary damage in the tissue around them, so fluids collected and didn’t move through like they should. He heard Tal groan and then utterly relax beneath his skilled and gentle ministrations.


  “Whatever you’re doing, it feels wonderful, Wyatt,” she murmured.


  “I’ll do this at least two or three times a day. It’s going to help relieve all that stiffness.”


  “You’re the best,” Tal said, her words barely a whisper.


  He glanced up at her, realizing the toll that the pain took on her daily. “Aren’t you taking a pain med to help you get through the day?”


  She lifted her hand, fingers graceful. “I hate medications. I hated being on that damned morphine drip, Wyatt. And the meds the doc here gave me made me feel like my head was in the clouds. I have to think clearly and be able to focus.”


  He grunted but understood her logic. “What I’d like to do this coming week is to go over your medical records and look at what your doc is prescribing for you. Then we’ll go have a chat with him.”


  “Good, because I’m a paramedic and I know drugs. He tried to put me on a muscle relaxant, and I turned him down. My mind would be missing in action if I took that kind of drug.”


  “For sure,” he agreed. He already saw the fluids reducing, her skin getting less tight. The warm roughness of his hands was gently easing the collected fluid away from her ankle. “Feel a little better?”


  “Oh, much! Really, Wyatt, your hands are magical.”


  He smiled and continued to move his fingers lightly across her skin. “We’re magical together.”


  “Tonight, Wyatt, I want you in this bed with me.”


  “Oh, I’ll be there,” he promised.


  After another ten minutes, the swelling had been reduced by half. He rose. “Stay put. I’ll draw you that bath.”


  Tal gave him a weary look. “Thanks. I sure like being spoiled.”


  He halted at the doorway, hand on the jamb. “Hey, hasn’t a man ever done this for you?”


  She shook her head. “No . . . never . . . but I sure like it.” Tal gave him a wicked, teasing look.


  “Get used to it,” Wyatt said.


  In no time, the bath was ready. Tal was surprised as Wyatt returned, scooped her gently up into his arms, and carried her into the bathroom. She threw her arms around his shoulders as he eased her into a bright yellow chair in her cream-colored master bathroom.


  “I’m undressing you,” he told her in a roughened tone, kneeling down and beginning to unbutton her red silk blouse. Beneath it, she wore a very lacy black bra. Wyatt looked up at her. “Bet this wasn’t Marine Corps issue,” he said, and grinned.


  She laughed. “No. Actually, I didn’t wear a bra when working.”


  “Yeah,” he murmured, easing the blouse off her shoulders, “I know.”


  “You couldn’t know that, Wyatt.”


  He gave her a burning look. “Darlin’, I memorized your body years ago. I saw every little thing, like the jiggle of your breasts beneath those cammies you wore.”


  “No!” she gasped, surprise in her voice. “Really?”


  “Well,” Wyatt said nonchalantly, unsnapping the back of the pretty little bra, “I’m a sniper, too. I see details no one else does, darlin’. But then, you know that . . .”


  She allowed him to pull the straps down her arms. “I thought no one could see,” she muttered. Her breasts were firm, the nipples standing up as the material brushed against them. She saw Wyatt’s eyes narrow upon them and Tal instantly felt heat quicken in her lower body. “I have to get into the bath,” she pleaded.


  He smiled and dropped the bra on a nearby counter. “I know, but God, you’re beautiful to look at.” Standing, he helped bring her to her feet. “Undressing you is like eating dessert to me,” he said, opening her black wool slacks and easing them down over her hips. The lacy scrap of black panties barely hid anything and his hands halted midair. “You really know how to tempt a man, Tal.”


  She laughed a little shyly and wriggled out of them, pushing them toward her knees and sitting down. Wyatt knelt and eased them off each of her feet. “Well, it isn’t like you haven’t seen me naked before, cowboy.”


  “Yeah,” he said, holding up her lacy panties, “but you weren’t wearing lingerie like this. Stuff like this is enough to send me into orbit.”


  “Just help me into the tub,” Tal laughed, and offered her hand to him. He snapped out of his mesmerized state, set the panties on the counter as if they were sacred, and took her hand. In no time, she had slowly settled down in the warm water with a groan of appreciation.


  Wyatt brought over a fluffy white washcloth. Her favorite soap was from Greece, scented with narcissus, and Angelo always made sure she had it in good supply. Taking the white oval bar, she thanked him.


  “Anything else?”


  “No, I’m perfect. Thank you . . .”


  He stood there, hands on his hips, critically watching her, his mouth pursed. “If you didn’t have that bum ankle, I’d be hauling your pretty little butt out of there and carrying you over to that double shower.” He pointed at it across the long, rectangular tiled bathroom. Tendrils of her black hair along her temples were curling slightly in the humidity. It gave her such a carefree look that Wyatt ached, literally, to love her here and now.


  Maybe someday, if things worked out between them, he’d damn well do that, because this amazing woman was just too luscious to walk away from.


  


  
    CHAPTER 20
  


  “I’M GOING TO get used to you carrying me everywhere, Wyatt.” Tal grinned, kissing his jaw as he walked with her in his arms, into her bedroom. While she had taken her long, hot bath, Wyatt had stepped into the shower. When he emerged, he dried off, but then helped her out of the tub, took a soft orange towel, and slowly dried her. By the time he was done, she was desperate to lie in her bed and bring him close to her eager body.


  “When you love someone, darlin’, you can’t lose any opportunity to tell that person how you feel about them,” he told her, his voice thickening with emotion.


  Tal was getting to see Wyatt in an entirely new light. At Bagram, they hadn’t had such luxuries. Time hadn’t been on their side. Now it was, and she appreciated how tenderly he cared for her. Before they left the bathroom, he once again lightly massaged her ankle. It was nearly normal-looking now. Tal had never seen her ankle look this good, and she attributed it to Wyatt’s love and care.


  Everything felt better with love, and her body responded to him more strongly than ever. Each gift of love he produced gave her the confidence to open her heart, her mind, and her body to this breathtaking man.


  Wyatt held her gently against him and deposited Tal on the silky Greek cover across her bed, appreciating her nude body. Going to the dresser, he looked through the colorful glass bottles she had sitting on a sterling silver tray.


  “How about some almond massage oil?” He grinned, picking up a blue bottle. “That’s your first gift this evening.”


  She sat on the edge of the bed, already feeling herself getting moist inside at the thought of his gentle hands exploring her body. “That sounds wonderful.”


  “This is something I wanted to do the first time we made love at Bagram,” he told her, coming over and easing her legs up and onto the bed. Wyatt got her to roll onto her stomach. Adding a pillow beneath her lower legs, he knelt near her.


  “The first time I saw you, darlin’ . . . ,” Wyatt murmured, easing his legs over her thighs, bracketing them, he and opened the bottle, “I felt like someone poleaxed me.” He chuckled a little, allowing the oil to pool in his cupped palm.


  Tal closed her eyes, feeling her body simmering. His thighs were thick, hard, and hairy against hers, but the sensations were electrifying to her flesh, her muscles reactive. “When was that, Wyatt?” She closed her eyes.


  “I was coming in off a patrol with my team, and I spotted you at Ops. You must have just come in from an op, because you were dirty, sweaty, and as exhausted-looking as we were.”


  He rubbed his hands together and leaned forward, opening them and placing them across her shoulders. She was incredibly tense, even after that hot bath. Wyatt understood why. Tal was still working out the ordeal. People thought once a traumatic event was over, they were all right. As a combat medic, he’d learned that wasn’t true. People carried the shock of it for a long, long time in their body. And it could take years, sometimes decades, before the body released its reaction to that life-changing event.


  As he moved his fingers knowingly across her shoulders, feeling those muscles beginning to surrender to his gentle nudges, he heard Tal give an appreciative moan.


  “Feel good?” he asked, his voice thickening with arousal. Tal’s body had lost some of its overall muscle mass because of her ankle injury. She hadn’t been able to keep up with the exercise routines they all had to do several times a week in order to stay in top shape. He’d seen serious loss of muscle mass in her injured leg as well. After her ankle fully healed, Tal could get back into the gym and rebuild all of it over time.


  “Mmmmm, your hands are magic,” she sighed, utterly surrendering to his fingers as they pushed, pulled, and made her feel as if she were melting into the bed. Tal was dissolving beneath his long, fluid strokes down her back as he gently kneaded those knots out along her spine. “I didn’t realize how tight I was,” she murmured.


  “It’s the trauma,” he explained, his hands flowing to her lower back, coaxing those muscles to loosen up, too. She had a fine-looking ass, and he spread his fingers, bringing the oil up and over each nicely rounded cheek. He slid further down her limbs and then glided his hands across her shapely thighs. He heard her make a sound, part pleasure, part agony, as her thighs tightened. He was brushing so close to her wet entrance that she began to tense, preparing herself for their lovemaking.


  Wyatt wanted to tease her, get her hot and ready for him. Inhaling her female scent only made him harder, made him want to thrust deeply into her, take her hard and fast. But that wasn’t going to happen. Not just yet, anyway.


  Tal had been beaten up enough with her injuries, the constant PT, and then carrying the load in her new job as CEO. Wyatt could literally feel all that strain collected and living in her body. Right now, she needed TLC and a lot of ongoing gentleness. He was the right man to bring it to her, but it was tough to restrain himself, because he was yearning to be deep within her hot, tight body.


  He worked his way down her thighs. Wyatt moved off her lower legs and knelt to one side, moving them apart enough to get those hamstring muscles releasing, but he allowed his fingers to follow the curve to the juncture, grazing those black curls that were already soaked with her juices, sending his cock into a throbbing ache. Her soft cries, the pleasure he knew he was giving her, made Wyatt remain in complete control of himself. And when she arched into his fingers as he caressed her wet entrance, he smiled, holding her hip in place so that he could continue to tease those soft, wet folds.


  When he felt her quiver, Wyatt knew she was ready for him. Right now. Easing his fingers away from her entrance, he heard her breathing become ragged, her fingers digging into the bed covers. His heart swelled as he forced himself away from that area of her delectable body so he could move on down her legs.


  Once Wyatt got to her injured ankle, he took his time caring for it. So far, it remained slender but was bluish and bruised, which was normal for this kind of an injury for months afterward. As he got to her feet, he nibbled lightly on each toe, hearing her make happy sounds in her throat. Smiling, he added almond oil to each one afterward. Tal gave a sigh of utter pleasure.


  Wyatt stood up and put the almond oil away. Tal’s black hair was knotted with a gold barrette on top of her head. Reaching up, he released the barrette holding her long hair, watching it become a black waterfall cascading across her shoulders and upper back. The glinting strands slipped and flowed through his hands and fingers like ebony water. Wyatt set the barrette on the nightstand and slowly combed through those gleaming strands with his fingers. Sitting down near her hip, he moved his hands across her shoulders.


  “That lovely oil’s already soaked into your skin, darlin’,” he murmured. “You need to take better care of yourself . . .” He eased a few dark strands of her hair away from her neck and leaned over lightly licking and then kissing her sensitive nape.


  Tal responded with a contented purr until his teeth nipped her just deeply enough to send her to that pain/pleasure threshold.


  He pulled her hair to one side, studying her profile in the heated silence, her cheek flushed, her eyes closed, her lips parted, and her breathing ragged. Wyatt enjoyed touching this woman. She was so damned responsive, so ultrasensitive to even his lightest pressure.


  He leaned over and kissed her temple, inhaling her scent. “Feel better now?” he asked gruffly, watching her eyes barely open.


  “I’m so hungry for you right now, Wyatt. I’m turning over.” Tal rolled onto her side, meeting his hip with her own. She reached out, trailing her fingers along Wyatt’s chest. “You’re such a tease, cowboy.”


  “Yeah, I know,” he said proudly, catching her hand in his, opening it, exposing her palm, placing a light nip in the center of it, watching her eyes grow sultry with arousal. “But you love it.”


  She sighed and patted the bed at her side. “I love you. Now come on. I want you . . . now . . . all of you . . .”


  He released her hand, walked to the other side of the bed, and climbed out of his clothes. “You’ll always have me, darlin’,” he rasped, standing above her. Wyatt was constantly aware of that busted ankle and knew it couldn’t take a lot of jostling or stress being applied to it. That narrowed his options for loving Tal for now. Someday, it would be fully healed.


  Sliding onto the bed, he rolled onto his side, placing his hand on her hip. “What’s the best position for you because of your ankle?” he asked her.


  She wrinkled her nose. “Oh . . . that . . .”


  “Yeah, that little ol’ thing,” he echoed.


  “I don’t know . . . I hadn’t really thought about it. I hate that I’m not whole, Wyatt.” She pouted for a moment.


  “It’s not fun for you. But I think you climbing on top of me is the best position for that ankle of yours. What do you think?” Her breasts were firm and those nipples were begging to be suckled. Wyatt restrained himself, waiting, allowing Tal to feel her way through his important questions.


  It was tough for her to think when her body was insisting on release. “That’s probably best,” she agreed, her voice husky with arousal.


  “I’d actually like to place you up on that bathroom counter and take you there, but I don’t think your ankle would stand it,” he teased, giving her a grin. He understood that she felt hampered and was a bit depressed not to be able to throw herself into their lovemaking.


  “Lockwood, you are such a badass.”


  Chuckling, Wyatt lifted her, hands spanning her waist, as he rolled onto his back, bringing Tal over him, her thighs settling on either side of his hips. “Oh, somehow, I think we’ll do just fine. We’re a good team, darlin’. Now, come on, ease down on me and see how your ankle feels about it.”


  Wyatt really hated to think of having to use the missionary position. It was his least favorite, but Tal’s comfort came first and he’d do it without a word of protest if her ankle was more comfortable in that position instead. He’d see in a moment.


  Tal slowly eased across his thick erection. Her hands slid down his hard abs, her lashes falling, a low sound in her throat as she connected with him, sliding against him. “Mmmm, fine . . . this feels . . . wonderful, Wyatt . . .”


  Gritting his teeth, he arched up into her core area, feeling her heat, dragging her womanly scent deep into his lungs. Wyatt’s desire for her was escalating quickly, but he wanted to be certain she was ready. “Are you sure?” he grunted, sweat appearing on his brow. She was so wet that her scent was driving him to distraction, his control starting to shred as she moved slowly up and down his length.


  “Ohhhh,” she sighed, barely opening her eyes, “this feels fantastic.”


  “I’m talkin’ about your ankle, darlin’ . . .”


  She chortled and opened her eyes, meeting his grin. “It’s fine too . . .”


  “Good to know. We’re a go . . .”


  His breath grew shallow, and Wyatt gripped her hips more tightly. Her juices flowed, allowing him to slickly ease into her. The glow a woman gets when she pleasures herself on her man was there, and he forced himself to remain restrained. Her sensuous movements were dissolving his control as never before.


  Wyatt knew this particular position was one that brought a woman to swift orgasm because she could bear her weight down upon that sensitive, swollen knot just inside her entrance herself. She was in full control.


  He, on the other hand, felt damned helpless, being mercilessly teased until he wanted to scream and repeatedly plunge into her.


  His nostrils flared and he gritted his teeth as she placed her full weight down upon him, riding him, her small cries ascending, her head thrown back. Tal’s fingers drug deep into his chest as she leaned forward. He took advantage, lifting his head, capturing one of those nipples, drawing it deeply into his mouth.


  Instantly, Tal stiffened, a whimper escaping her as he suckled her, leaning toward him, wanting him to continue to ravish her. Her breathing was shallow now, her fingers sliding up his chest, digging in as he pleasured her.


  Wyatt groaned, releasing her nipple, his back arching and his fingers flexing against her hips as she slowly slid down upon him, taking him into her fully. The act made him freeze, the white-hot fire so wild and scalding that he felt his cock was swelling even more, her muscles massaging him, making him growl with satisfaction.


  Wyatt lifted his hips, bringing Tal down upon him with his hands, pulling her back and forth, establishing a new, swifter rhythm. He saw that soft smile pulling at the corners of her parted lips, felt the frantic movement of her fingers against his chest, telling him how close she was to coming. And Wyatt wanted her to come first. Always. His cock was right there, ready to explode. He had to hold on . . . he had to, and he quickened the pace, hearing her whisper his name, her hands stilling on his chest.


  Lifting his head, he captured the other nipple begging for his attention. This time, he gripped it lightly between his teeth and felt her body contract. Tal’s cry tore out of her as she arched into him, gasping.


  Wyatt released her nipple, focusing on milking the orgasm that was now rolling through her, hearing her cries of pleasure, seeing a pink flush race up her torso into her slender, exposed neck and then into her face. He could see her radiant, drowsy expression as he felt her swift contractions from her orgasm.


  Groaning, his teeth clenched, sweat rolling off him, Wyatt continued to move her hard and fast against his thrusts. He wanted to give Tal everything he could, to keep her floating on that cloud that enveloped her right now, that luminous look something he always wanted to see on her face when they loved one another. And it was love. Wyatt felt such a powerful connection with Tal’s heart, her soul, right now. They were fused together, melting into one another, and he couldn’t tell where one began and the other ended.


  He ached, wanting desperately to be released into her burning, tight confines. Wyatt gripped her hips, unable to thrust any longer as the searing heat slammed down his spine and blasted through his frozen, tense body. The release was powerful and he could do nothing but remain paralyzed as the wicked pleasure of it throbbed out of him and into her.


  It was then that Tal began to move against him, pulling everything out of him, pulling him into her dark heat and endless pleasure. He was lost in her, the ecstasy flooding him as never before. In those moments, Wyatt’s brain turned off and his body took over. Tal was strong and driving, loving him, and it took him right over the edge of oblivion, where they both melted into a oneness that he would never find words for.


  Tal moaned his name, crumpling against him. She slid her arms beneath his neck, gathering Wyatt to her, weakly resting her brow against his sweaty jaw, breathing hard, feeling her body vibrate with such endless, pulsating heat that all she could do was smile. Eyes tightly shut, her chest heaved against his, their perspiration mingling. Tal felt the edgy, scalding contractions continue throughout her. She floated, only vaguely aware of Wyatt’s hands slowly moving from her damp shoulders down the length of her spine, cupping her ass, and then sliding upward again. She relished his tenderness, his callused fingers sending new shards of fire through her sensitive flesh, making her moan his name again. Her voice was barely there, but she whispered against his jaw, “I love you . . . I love you so much, Wyatt . . .”


  TAL HAD SLEPT deeply. Wyatt lay on his back and she was pressed against his side, his arm curved around her shoulders, his breathing shallow, telling her he was still sleeping. She lay quietly, knowing the least movement would wake him. He was tired, too. She’d seen it in his eyes, the deeper lines around his mouth. Smiling, she inhaled their combined sex scent, and it made her body begin to simmer once more. They were unquestionably good in bed together.


  Even her ankle was quiet, no cranky pain shooting like daggers through it. Wyatt had magic hands. He had held her heart gently, and tonight Tal had felt his incredible love for her with every stroke of his fingers across her hungry body. He’d read her need for tenderness and given it to her.


  Three years ago, he’d seen her for the first time. Tal couldn’t believe that he’d actually felt she was “the one” when he’d seen her in Ops. How had he known? And yet, he was the perfect mate, the perfect lover. He had known! She knew that even if the world exploded around them, he would be there for her, as she would be for him.


  Her heart pounded with such rich feelings for this man. She had no doubt now—she knew she wanted a lifetime with Wyatt. On November first, he could leave the SEALs. And she still didn’t know if he’d want to get involved in their business or not. Her father wanted to try to coax him on board Artemis. Tal was all for it, but she didn’t know how Wyatt felt about it. Yet. What did matter were the plans Wyatt was considering for his future. Because she needed to be a part of them. Even if he didn’t want to join Artemis, she would deal with that when the time came. She knew she couldn’t live life without him in it.


  She nuzzled his chest with her cheek, pressing a soft kiss upon it, wanting more than this month with him.


  Wyatt stirred. “You awake?” he asked, his voice gruff with sleep.


  “I just woke up. I was going to let you sleep, but I couldn’t resist kissing you.”


  He smiled a little. “I’d rather wake up with you kissing me than anything else.”


  Tal closed her eyes, sated and feeling completely accepted by Wyatt. “I don’t even know what time it is . . .”


  Wyatt lifted his head and stared at the clock on her dresser. “Twenty-one hundred. We really did sleep.”


  “We were both tired in different ways,” she whispered, rubbing her cheek against his chest, glorying in his warmth and his strength.


  “How’s that ankle feeling?” he asked, always the medic.


  “Okay. Amazingly okay. This is the first time since I broke it that I’m not in pain.” She rolled her head to his shoulder, looking drowsily up at him. His stormy gray eyes were hooded, and the light from the hall showed the five o’clock shadow of a beard darkening his face. His hair was now short, but she reached up, pushing a few dark strands off his brow. He caught her hand, kissing it and holding her gaze. His fingers tightened a little more around hers.


  “Marry me, Tal.”


  She was so stunned that it took her a few seconds to digest what he’d just asked. She saw his mouth, that beautiful male mouth of his, draw into a lazy, teasing grin. The man was so sensual, so desirable, and he was telling her he was all hers.


  She could only blink, staring at him unbelievingly.


  “What? Are you stunned mute by my request? Or that I’d ask you this soon?”


  Tal slowly eased up on her elbow, staring down at Wyatt in the dim light. She cupped his cheek, looking deep into his eyes, which were radiating hope that she’d say yes and confidence that she couldn’t say no.


  Summoning up all her courage, she said, “Answer me one thing first.”


  “Anything,” he rasped, sliding his fingers through her hair.


  “How did you know I was right for you the first time we ran into one another at Ops?”


  “Yeah, I did know, darlin’. I couldn’t believe my eyes. You were so damned tall, a beautiful woman warrior, and you had confidence to burn. You were a total turn-on to me, Tal. I didn’t know who you were, but you can bet I found out in a helluva hurry.” Wyatt caressed her cheek. “And when I found out you were a Marine, I loved you even more.”


  “I know, I’ve heard that SEALs and Marines get along well with one another,” she teased.


  “Hey, it was a strong base to build from,” he said defensively. Wyatt sat up, placed his back against the headboard, punched some pillows behind him and then drew Tal into his arms, always watchful of her ankle. She lay across his lap, her head resting on his right shoulder, holding his warm gaze. “The more intel I gathered on you, the more I knew that I wanted to know you,” he told her with a touch of pride.


  “But,” Tal protested, “you never came and asked me any questions. That would have been nice.”


  “Well”—he shrugged, holding her in his arms, moving his hand slowly across her hip—“I was going to, until I realized Matt was your brother.”


  “Oh? Did Matt tell you about me?”


  “He loves you, darlin’, and Matt and I had worked a lot together. We trusted one another. I just didn’t know he had this bombshell of an older sister! Believe me, I gave him hell for not telling me about you sooner.”


  “That’s because I’d been engaged to Brian.”


  He sobered and removed the tiny frown across her brow with his thumb. “Yes, Matt filled me in. And when I found out Brian had just died, I knew it wasn’t a good time to make a serious move on you.”


  “Hey, you were a pest from day one, Wyatt.”


  Chuckling, he said, “Maybe you saw me as a pest, but I wanted to keep your focus on me, on a possible future for us. I knew you were grieving, Tal. That was easy to see. I wanted to pop into your life every once in a while and maybe make you smile.”


  “Well,” she muttered, “you certainly did that.”


  “You pretended to be pissed off with me every time you saw me.”


  “The first year, yes,” she admitted, kissing his shoulder. “I was grieving. I didn’t feel like engaging with a wild cowboy named Wyatt Lockwood.”


  His brows rose, pride in his tone. “But you did laugh for me. I could make you smile even if you were hurting, Tal. I’ve always had that effect on you.”


  “That’s true,” she agreed, smiling faintly. “And you did lift my spirits. Matt came to me and said you were interested in dating me, but I just couldn’t handle it, Wyatt.”


  He smoothed hair away from her eyes. “Because you weren’t ready yet. I didn’t ask Matt to tell you anything, by the way. He went to you on his own. Matt relayed the message to me and I got that.”


  She nuzzled his shoulder with her cheek. “But you were always a bright spot in my life, whether you knew it or not. You were so assertive about wanting me, showing up at least once a month, that I was afraid to let you know I enjoyed your humor and your interest.”


  “Why?”


  “Because,” Tal sighed, “I was afraid you’d hound and chase me down like a target if you knew I liked you.”


  His mouth twisted. “I wouldn’t have done that to you, Tal. You have to know me well enough by now.”


  “I know it now, Wyatt. I didn’t then.”


  Wyatt studied her closely. “So that’s what was really behind you sending me away?”


  She snorted. “I didn’t send you away, Wyatt. I just never let you in.”


  “Call it want you want, darlin’, but every time you saw me waltz in your direction, you got this dark look, snarled like the alpha-female Anatolian leopard you are, hissed at me, and slunk away.”


  “Oh, poor baby, Lockwood.” Tal managed a choked laugh. “How did we ever transcend all those awful things I did to you and wind up here in my bed?”


  “You got me,” Wyatt said smugly, giving her a satisfied look. “Maybe you just couldn’t resist my larger-than-life Texan self and you finally let me wear you down. With you, I knew I had to go big or go home. It was an all-or-nothing deal.”


  Tal snuggled into his arms, feeling him hold her more tightly and kiss the top of her head. “You are a very, very tough male to ignore, no question.”


  “Why did you finally let me in, Tal?”


  “You wore me down!” She looked up, a “gotcha” grin on her face.


  It was Wyatt’s turn to snort. “Oh, give me a break!”


  She slid her hand across his chest, the soft, dark curls moving between her exploring fingers. “You kissed me. That’s what did it.” Her voice dropped in warning. “And don’t start congratulating yourself again.”


  But he was. She could see that male pride alive and well in his gray eyes, in that cocky smile of his. “Why not?” Wyatt goaded, kissing her cheek and nose. “I’m probably the world’s best kisser. You have to admit that.”


  “Ohhhh, yes, you are,” Tal agreed, her hand stilling over his magnificent heart.


  Wyatt cradled her in his arm, meeting her gaze. “Tal, we’ve known each other for three years now. So maybe your feelings for me were on the back burner of your heart, but they were always there, always simmering . . .”


  “Well,” she said grumpily, “with you showing up all the time, how could I ever forget you?”


  “You couldn’t, darlin’, and that was part of my long-term strategy with you. I knew you were a cautious, conservative kind of woman. A woman who didn’t just arbitrarily hand out her heart to any passing country bumpkin. Matt told me it took a year for Brian to win you over and that you had very few relationships, because when you did, it was serious and long-term.” He slid his fingers across her cheek. “My plan was to remain in your gunsight, not too far away, but not too close, either. I figured I’d know when you were ready to have that next serious relationship. And when you did? It was going to be with me.”


  She stared up at him. “You’re a real chess master. You know that?”


  “Thank you. I’d like to think so. It worked, didn’t it?” Wyatt met her smile. Sliding his hand down her long, beautiful back, he caressed her, kissed her, and held her. He heard Tal purr, and he liked that wild-woman feline in her. “So?” he asked, nibbling teasingly on the shell of her ear. “Will you marry me, Talia Anatolia Culver? Don’t you think three years is a long enough engagement? Can I get an answer out of you now?” He dipped his head, holding her amused, sparkling green gaze.


  “I should marry you just because you’ve waited so long,” Tal agreed, curving her lips against his smiling ones, hearing him groan, his arms tightening around her, his mouth taking no prisoners. It was a deep, loving kiss that turned her inside out with hunger and need for him all over again. When they came up for air, staring at one another, she whispered, “Yes . . . I’ll marry you, cowboy . . .”


  “About time,” Wyatt laughed, kissing her hard, keeping her a prisoner against his body and within his arms.


  After they got done laughing with one another, Tal sighed and rested her head against his shoulder. “What are you going to do then, Wyatt? You know I can’t leave my job here.”


  “Well,” he murmured, “I figured I’d let you and your dad buy my software so you’d be stuck with me around here for the rest of your life. I’m the only one who knows how to use it.”


  Tal nodded. “It’s that long-range-planning mind of yours in action again, Lockwood. I see it, I feel it.”


  “Don’t you think that would make a nice wedding present from me to you? My mission software?”


  “Could be something a little more romantic,” Tal laughed. “Maybe a honeymoon to Tahiti to dive for black pearls? You know? Black pearls are my most favorite jewelry. My mom gave me a pair of earrings as a high school graduation gift and I wear them whenever I can. They’re so expensive and rare. And they’re only found in the waters around Tahiti. I would love to go there, Wyatt, on our honeymoon, if you don’t mind?”


  He moved his fingers down her arm. “Well, we can certainly have that, too. But I think your dad would be over the moon at purchasing that software at a very fair price. He could have his cake and eat it, too. The software and a new son-in-law. A two-in-one package deal. Do you think that works?”


  “Well,” Tal murmured coyly, touching his mouth with her fingertips, “I am looking for a manager for the Mission Planning Department right now.” She saw his brows move up and predatory interest come to his smoky gray eyes. “Interested?” she asked, baiting him.


  “I love synchronicity,” Wyatt growled, capturing her fingers, kissing them, and then sucking on each of them, watching her eyes go sultry with rising heat. “Sure, I’d like to take that job. I’m a master at planning, as you well know.”


  “That’s an understatement, Lockwood, and you know it. You’re hired. Just name your price.”


  “You!” Wyatt released her wet fingers. Tal’s smile filled him with joy. He could see and feel the love she had for him. “Give me a decent salary to go with it, and I’m yours, darlin’. And I’ll never charge for my other personal services that only you will receive.”


  Howling, Tal slugged him playfully in the arm. “You’re such a long range strategist, Lockwood.”


  “I guess I didn’t tell you. I got my PhD in it, darlin’.”


  


  
    CHAPTER 21
  


  THE CULVER HOME rang with laughter, noise, and the fragrant scent of roasted turkey and sage stuffing for the Thanksgiving feast. Tal stood near the busy entrance from the kitchen to the living room, her arm around Wyatt’s waist. The room looked and sounded like a miniature UN.


  Greek, Turkish, and English were all being spoken among those who had flown in for the holiday. Over twenty people sat around in the living room, amiably chatting with one another. There were ten more relatives in the kitchen. Tal smiled, her heart overflowing with love for her international family.


  Her dad was sitting in the living room with her three Turkish uncles, telling military jokes. The wives were in the kitchen, putting the finishing touches on Turkish and Greek dishes to add to the Thanksgiving table. Cousin Angelo was right there next to her dad, laughing so hard he was bent over, hands wrapped around his stomach. His wife, Maria, was in the kitchen, watching over her beloved dessert, baklava. It was baking in one of the ovens, and Tal inhaled the scent of honey and pistachios in the air, her mouth watering. No one made baklava like Maria.


  “Is it like this every Thanksgiving?” Wyatt asked.


  “Pretty much,” Tal murmured. “But it’s special because Matt and Alexa are home, too. Usually, we can’t all be home for any major holiday. One of us usually makes it, but it’s a first to have the three of us home for Thanksgiving, and it really makes it special for everyone.”


  “I didn’t think they’d grant Matt leave,” Wyatt said. Matt was in the kitchen working right alongside the women. He had a big white apron tied around his waist as he slowly brought out the nicely browned turkey.


  “That was Dad’s influence,” Tal told him wryly. “No one turns down a request from a general. He only got it for seven days, but that was good enough.”


  Alexa waited for Matt to set the turkey down on the granite counter. She brought over a bright red ceramic bowl with black Greek figures painted on the side. It had been a gift from Angelo and Maria to Dilara years ago. Angelo didn’t want anyone to forget that Greek blood ran in their veins, too.


  Alexa was in charge of the stuffing, the candied yams, and the candied carrots. Matt’s job was to watch over the turkey, baste it every half hour, and once it was done, begin the art of slicing it onto a nearby Turkish platter of bright yellow, red, and blue. As a Delta Force operator, Matt was very handy with knives, so he got the job of carving up the bird.


  Dilara wore a red apron over her orange silk pantsuit. Tal thought she looked perfect for Thanksgiving. At Christmas, they would all come here to celebrate again. Then they would, as a family, fly to Athens. Angelo and Maria, along with their grown children Thane, Iris, and Delphine, would be there as well. It would be a treat to see Angelo and Maria’s children because it was tough for them to travel, due to their demanding careers.


  Tal loved holidays and knew she was lucky to be able to fly to her extended family to celebrate with them. The family rotated the two major U.S. holidays, flying to each other’s countries each year, and Tal never tired of it. This time, Thanksgiving and Christmas were to be held here in Alexandria, Virginia. Next year, the two major holidays would be celebrated in Athens, Greece. The year after that, they’d be in Kuşadası, at Uncle Berk’s villa. Even though Thanksgiving was an American holiday, the Turks and Greeks enthusiastically endorsed it, because it gave them the excuse to celebrate with the whole family, which was important. Any excuse to celebrate was passionately endorsed by everyone.


  She leaned against Wyatt’s strong, tall body. Feeling a glow from making love to him earlier in the day before they left their condo for the family gathering, Tal had never been so happy. Wyatt had been officially released from the U.S. Navy and his SEAL duties. He was a civilian now, and happy to be one.


  To Tal’s delight, he and her dad got along like old friends. That was a relief, because her dad could be pushy at times. At home, however, the military game face disappeared, and he became a beloved dad-in-chief.


  “You look nice in your black silk pantsuit,” Wyatt said, kissing Tal’s fragrant hair. Alexa had added just a touch of almond oil to Tal’s hair, bringing out the bluish highlights, and had artfully arranged it for the dinner, much to Tal’s relief.


  Tal roused herself, lifting her head from his shoulder. “Do you like my blouse?” she asked, touching the gold silk and loving the sleek quality of the material between her fingertips.


  “Yes, ma’am.” His eyes glimmered. “I’ve been standing here thinking of how many ways I could slowly take it off you when I make love to you later.”


  She gave him a playful punch. “Wyatt!” She heard the rumble in his chest, a sound she loved. “Behave.”


  “Oh, darlin’, this Texas boy is just a badass by nature. I can’t think two thoughts without thinking the third one about you. What you look like naked on our bed—”


  Tal shot him a warning look. “Don’t ever think my Greek and Turkish relatives don’t understand English, cowboy.”


  Grinning, Wyatt leaned down, placing a light kiss on her lips, which now glistened with pale pink lipstick. Alexa had goaded Tal into wearing just a little makeup for the holiday gathering, and she looked even more beautiful because the pale green eye shadow she’d applied showcased the rich forest green of her wide, intelligent eyes.


  “I’ll be good,” he promised her gruffly, giving her a coyote smile.


  “I want you to make a good impression on all of them.”


  He became more serious, seeing her worry, and slid his arm across her shoulders, squeezing her. “Didn’t I wear nice pair of clean black chinos, a black blazer, and a white cotton cowboy shirt? And I traded in my comfortable leather cowboy boots for a pair of oxfords.” He made a point of looking down at them. He hated oxfords, but he’d wear them for Tal. Give him combat or cowboy boots any day.


  “I see that coyote smile on your face, Lockwood. You don’t fool me in the least. You’re black ops. No one knows better than you how to fit in.”


  “You’re worried because your mom put me next to Uncle Berk, aren’t you?” he prodded, giving her a pleased, smug look.


  Blowing out a breath, Tal muttered, “Yes. Uncle Berk is Sufi, but he’s not the laid-back type like Uncle Ihsan and Serkan are. He loves a robust conversation where he can play devil’s advocate. He is a practicing international lawyer, after all. He dearly loves a good argument.” She reached up, tapping his nose. “And he doesn’t lose, so do not engage him, okay? Let him have his views and you sit there and nod your head and say nothing.”


  “What? Was Uncle Berk taking debate classes in college too?” he teased innocently.


  Tal hissed, “Wyatt, I know just how damned smart you are, and you don’t fool me for a second with that little-boy look. I beg you, please don’t debate him. At least not at the dinner table. If you want to tangle with him after dessert, when the family has scattered around the house to chat and catch up with one another, that’s fine. I’ll put you two in the basement, lock the door, and walk away until the fur’s done flying if you try it at the dinner table.”


  He kissed the tip of her nose. “Darlin’, my whole life is centered on you,” he said gruffly, holding her mutinous gaze. “And I do want your uncles, all of them, to think well of me. I’m not ever going to embarrass you in front of them. Okay?”


  Tal gave him a relieved look. “Okay,” she whispered.


  “Relax, everything will go along fine,” he drawled, patting her gently on the small of the back. “This is a happy time for everyone.”


  “I just wish your folks could have come up.”


  Wyatt snorted. “Darlin’, we have three generations of Lockwoods who come to our ranch for the holidays. There’s no way Mom and Dad could fly off and leave all of them down there without her world-famous turkey and stuffing. Not to mention her drop-dead gravy. She’s known as the Gravy Queen in our whole family. They’d start World War Three, believe me.”


  Her lips curved slightly upward. “Well, maybe we can visit them sometime?”


  “Oh, for sure,” Wyatt murmured. “My mother, bless her, is chewing my ear off about when she can meet you in person. I’m glad you agreed to go down with me and visit them after Christmas. They’re really looking forward to it, and so am I.”


  “I’ve talked to Daisy on Skype and on the phone,” Tal said.


  “I know,” Wyatt said soothingly, “but my mom is a lot like me: she’s very hands-on and wants to size you up in person.”


  Tal groaned and rolled her eyes. “Wyatt,” she growled.


  He lifted his hands in a sign of surrender. “Okay, okay, I said I’d be good.” His lips twisted, barely able to contain his laughter.


  Tal gave him a dirty look and he grazed her cheek with his thumb, watching the worry dissolve in her eyes. Yearning and love shone in them now. He was deeply moved at how just a simple touch from him eased her anxiety.


  Dilara stopped in front of them. “Okay, you two lovebirds, it’s time to eat.”


  Tal smiled and she and Wyatt moved out of the doorway, watching the women—and Matt—begin parading delicious food to the long, beautifully appointed U-shaped table. Matt headed up the procession with the white platter bearing the huge turkey. The women followed him, proudly carrying platters of food from Greece, Turkey, and the USA. There was gentle holiday music in the background, adding to the buoyant atmosphere. The men stood, clapping, as the entourage arrived and began placing the food at various points on the table.


  “When our families got together for the holidays,” Tal told Wyatt, “they decided to put three long, rectangular tables together into a U shape. That way, the Turks sat on one side, the Greeks and Americans on the other.”


  “Very fair,” Wyatt murmured, nodding his approval.


  Tal pointed to the center table. “You’ll be sitting with me, Alexa, Mom, Dad, and Matt.”


  “Your mother is putting me on the Turkish side of the table,” Wyatt noted.


  Tal gave him an evil grin. “Uncle Berk can be disruptive at times. Mom figured you were as smart as he, which is a real compliment, by the way, and you could keep him strategically quiet and contained.”


  Wyatt chuckled. “Now I know where you got your tactical genes. From your mother.”


  “Better believe it, cowboy.”


  WYATT WAITED FOR the perfect moment after the dessert and Turkish coffee had been served. Everyone was stuffed, no question. So was he. There were satisfied looks on everyone’s faces. Tal had told him during the meal that the three uncles from Turkey had been driven over to a major soup kitchen in the poor area of Washington, D.C. There, they’d each donated ten thousand dollars to the local charity. That money would go far in getting poor families food for the rest of the winter.


  Tal had shared that it was their Sufi belief that love could heal the world. And the uncles, billionaires, felt money was simply another form of love. Their generosity was unparalleled; much of their individual estates was wrapped up in the Delos charities.


  Wyatt had found the men kind, attentive, and so humble that he could hardly believe they were billionaires. Angelo had gone with them and magnanimously written a check for thirty thousand dollars. The Greek was not to be upstaged by three Turkish relatives, Wyatt thought with a smile.


  Angelo doted upon his cousin Tal, always pinching her cheek, kissing her, and hugging her, as if she were one of his children. Greeks were effusive with their affection, which Wyatt thoroughly enjoyed. Texans were a bunch of enthusiastic hands-on huggers, too. They’d give the Greeks a run for their money.


  Matt and Alexa cleared away all the plates and came back with glasses and several bottles of champagne. For the Turkish contingent, white grape juice was in order. As soon as the champagne and grape juice were poured, Tal’s siblings sat, both looking expectantly down the table toward Wyatt.


  Tal gave him a confused look as he peered past her parents to her brother and sister at the other end. Wyatt gave Tal a wink and then slowly arose from the gold-upholstered chair. He knew everyone in the family spoke fluent English.


  “I’d like all of you to help me make something official,” Wyatt told them in his Texas drawl, his gaze sweeping across the tables. Pulling out a small red velvet box from his coat pocket, he turned and opened it toward Tal. “Talia Anatolia Culver, shall we make this official? Will you marry me?”


  Wyatt saw her eyes go wide with shock, her lips parting; she hadn’t expected this. There was instant applause and cheers from around the whole table. When the Turkish men rose to continue to clap, Cousin Angelo popped up on the other side, as did Robert, Peter, John, their wives, and Matt.


  Tal stared at the set of rings nestled in the red velvet. The cheering continued. She saw the warmth in Wyatt’s eyes, that crazy Texas smile of sheer confidence as he patiently held them out toward her.


  She blinked back sudden tears. There was a striking engagement ring with an emerald solitaire surrounded by several smaller diamonds. The wedding ring held three transparent, round emeralds buttressed by four smaller diamonds. It was set in eighteen-karat gold. Both rings were incredibly beautiful. She touched them lightly and grinned up at him. “Yes! Yes! I would love to marry you, Wyatt Lockwood.”


  More cheers rose. Some of the women burst into tears, blotting their eyes with linen handkerchiefs.


  Wyatt nodded, his smile disappearing as he placed the box on the table and took out the engagement ring. “Come here?” he said, cupping her hand, helping her to stand. “Give me your hand, darlin’.”


  Tal placed her hand into his. The ring fit perfectly, sliding onto her left ring finger. “It’s beautiful, Wyatt. Thank you so much!” She threw her arms around his shoulders and kissed him.


  The entire family went wild with hoots, cheers, and clapping. But Tal didn’t hear anything. Her heart was surrendering completely to Wyatt, who held her and kissed her gently in return. It was now official!


  It was Uncle Ihsan, his brown-and-silver hair short and neatly cut, his gold-and-brown eyes dancing, who came over to them first. He was slender and only five foot eight, but he carried himself proudly. Taking off his gold-rimmed glasses and sliding them into the breast pocket of his dark brown business suit, he extended his hand to Wyatt.


  “Congratulations, my son.” His eyes twinkled. “You are a perfect match for our beloved Talia.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Wyatt said, feeling the gravity of the man’s love. He exuded such peace and quiet, Wyatt felt calmer himself. Ihsan Kemel bowed slightly and then lifted his head, moved around Wyatt, and opened his arms to Tal.


  Tal held her uncle, who was sixty years old, as if he were fragile. “Thank you, Uncle Ihsan,” she whispered, her voice low with emotion.


  Patting her gently on the back, Ihsan whispered in her ear, “I see the love in your eyes for this man. It is a good match, my flower.”


  Blinking back her tears, she squeezed Uncle Ihsan. “Thank you. I love him with my life.”


  Ihsan smiled softly as he released her. “I can see that.” He opened the inside pocket of his suit coat and brought out a small envelope. “A little gift for the two of you from Nalan and me, with our blessings.” And he turned and walked back to his place at the table.


  Each Turkish uncle came up to congratulate them. Each gave Tal a white envelope. Angelo was next, and he grandly brought out his white envelope with a dramatic flourish and a sweeping bow before giving it to Tal. And then her dad rose and shook Wyatt’s hand, congratulating him. He turned to his daughter and hugged her for a long time.


  Next came Robert’s younger brothers, John Culver, a U.S. Navy admiral who was fifty-one years old, and Peter Culver, a U.S. Marine Corps general, age forty-nine.


  Matt was the last man to come and shake Wyatt’s hand. His gold-brown eyes sparkled with mischief as he turned and slid his arms around his big sister, giving her a long, hard hug. Kissing her hair, he whispered, “You deserve this, Tal. We’ve all been waiting a helluva long time for you to settle down,” and he flashed her a wicked smile of teasing as he released her.


  Tal laughed and playfully punched Matt in the arm. “You can’t be far behind,” she called out, waving her finger warningly at Matt.


  Matt shook his head and sat down. “Oh no you don’t. I like being single.”


  The women came up next, the eldest first, and that was Pinar Kemel, Berk’s wife. She hugged Wyatt and gave him a white envelope. Then she walked over to Tal, kissing her on both cheeks three times, a sign of love and affection. Nalan Kemel, Ihsan’s wife, was next. Then came Melis Kemel, Serkan’s wife, and Maria Mykonos, Angelo’s wife, who walked over to them like the elegant queen she was. She smiled, wiped her tears, and gave Tal a huge, long embrace. Then she walked over to Wyatt, handed him a white envelope, and spoke in Greek, welcoming him to their family, kissing him three times, and hugging him.


  Dilara was next. She smiled at the couple, kissed Tal, and hugged her while tears ran down her face. Dilara didn’t try to wipe her tears of happiness away as she gave Wyatt a white envelope and held him tightly, giving him three kisses on the cheeks.


  Alexa was the youngest of the group. She almost ran to Tal, her arms open wide, a radiant smile on her face, her eyes damp as she grabbed her older sister and gave her a big bear hug. Then she went over to Wyatt and did the same thing.


  Robert Culver stood, lifting his champagne glass to the couple. “To Wyatt Lockwood and Talia Anatolia Culver,” he said. Everyone was sniffling and smiling through their tears. They stood, lifting their glasses. “May their love only expand and multiply with one another throughout their years, forever,” Robert called out, his voice cracking.


  Tears trailed down Tal’s face as she took a sip of the champagne, her gaze never leaving Wyatt’s. She had warned him that her big, sloppy, affectionate Turkish-Greek-American family was not shy about emotional displays. She fiercely loved her family and it felt so good to be loved in return by all of them. Even more, Wyatt loved her without reservation, and she drowned in his warm gaze as it held hers, his love for her reflected in it.


  WYATT LAY ON the bed with Tal nearby. The clock read 0100. They had just taken a shower together, and he saw the satisfaction in Tal’s face as she leaned up against the headboard, the covers drawn over her knees. She wore a soft pink flannel granny gown to bed. Who knew? She was forever surprising him.


  The gown made her look vulnerable, a far cry from her military outfit days. He pushed the many envelopes over to her lap.


  “What are these?”


  She drew her black hair off her shoulder, the tendrils still damp from the shower. “Gifts. It’s just our family’s way of giving us something we might need after we’re married.” And then she gave him a narrowed-eye look. “I’ve been thinking about this all evening, cowboy. Everyone in that room knew you were going to ask me to marry you. The reason I know that is these envelopes. It’s a family tradition that when someone becomes engaged, everyone gives them an envelope, which is like a pre-wedding gift. Who did you get to? My mother? Did you tell her that you were going to ask me to marry you and present me with a set of rings?”


  Wyatt had the good grace to honestly blush. A wry grin split his face and he said, “Guilty as hell. I was hoping you wouldn’t find me out, but you did. Goes to show how smart you are, darlin’. Yes, I called Dilara and told her what I was going to do. She said she’d call the rest of the family and everyone would keep it a secret from you.” He gloated, “They did.”


  Snickering, Tal shook her head. “You black ops types are so full of yourself.”


  “You gotta admit,” Wyatt said, still feeling good about his backdoor method, “that the plan did work. You were honestly surprised.” He smiled like a wolf, very pleased with himself and his idea.


  Laughing more, Tal nodded. “It was a pretty good plan. And I think you knew how important it was to our family because God knows, we celebrate every holiday and every good thing that happens within our family with one another. Getting engaged to the Turks and Greeks is just another great excuse for a party and celebration.”


  “I like the way they see the world,” Wyatt said, smiling as he moved his hand down her arm and squeezing her fingers. “So? Can you forgive me for doing this? Sneakin’ behind your back? It was for a good cause,” he added, pleading his case. He saw amusement lurking in Tal’s green eyes, along with the love she held for him.


  Leaning over, she met him halfway and kissed him. “You know I will.”


  “Phew, dodged that bullet.”


  She shook her head. “Like I’ve said before, you’re incorrigible, cowboy.”


  Wyatt drew her over, levering Tal around so that she lay against him, her head resting on his naked shoulder. Unlike her, he wore nothing to bed. “Are you going to open them?”


  “Sure, but you can help,” Tal replied, holding one out to him. “It’s sort of like Christmas gifts. You never know what you’ll get.”


  He grinned. “Nah, you go ahead, darlin’. I like watching you be happy. You can show me what’s inside them.”


  Wyatt contented himself holding the woman he loved in his arms. She was delicate and graceful as she opened each thick, heavy parchment envelope. Pretty soon, there were eight pieces of paper. To him, it looked as if someone had taken a photo and then cut it up into jigsaw pieces. Tal sat up and smoothed out the covers in front of them.


  “It’s a puzzle,” she said, laughing. Turning, she said, “Did I tell you? Our Turkish uncles love jigsaw puzzles. Every summer we kids were in Kuşadası, they would give us envelopes, and we had to open them and then put the pieces together.” She became focused as she moved the pieces around, figuring out the design before them.


  “What happened when you did?”


  “Well, if we could figure it out, we got whatever it was,” she said, her voice growing fondly reminiscent. “Sometimes it was a piece of lemon cake, which I just love. Or an ice cream cone. Or a book to read. Or a place they were going to take us.”


  Wyatt studied the pieces. “Here,” he said, moving one from one place to another. “That ought to do it.”


  And it did. Tal stared down at the eight-by-ten color photo. “Oh, my God, Wyatt . . .”


  He frowned. “What? What’s wrong?” he asked, and sat up, his hand going around her shoulder as she leaned down, studying the picture with sudden sniper like intensity.


  She gasped. And then she straightened, giving him a shaken look. “I don’t believe this!”


  “What?” He gazed down at it. “Looks like a white villa you’d find out in the Mediterranean,” he said. “What’s wrong with that?”


  She pressed her hand to her lips, her eyes going huge. “Oh, my God! They’re gifting us a villa as a wedding gift, Wyatt!” She jammed her index finger down at it. “That’s our villa!”


  “What?” he muttered, scowling down at it. There were eight alabaster columns on the ground floor. There were two stories to it, and the villa was surrounded by at least an acre of green grass, flowers, trees, and bushes. “You’re kidding me, right?” He just couldn’t wrap his head around something like this.


  Tal muttered something under her breath, quickly turning over every piece. Finally, she found one with writing on it in Turkish. She gasped again, giving him a look of disbelief. “This is a ten-bedroom villa in Kuşadası, near where Uncle Ihsan and Aunt Nalan live. All the uncles got together and bought it for us. Oh, Wyatt!” Tal pressed her hand to her lips, tears coming to her eyes.


  Gently, Wyatt slid his arm around her, bringing her next to him. “That’s a hell of an expensive pre-wedding gift,” he muttered in disbelief. Who gave villas away as a gift? That was out of his reality, for damn sure.


  Tal sniffed and he leaned back, grabbing a tissue out of a box on the nightstand, slipping it into her hand.


  Tal wiped her eyes, blew her nose, and crushed the tissue in her fingers as she stared down at the assembled photo. “Oh, those aunts and uncles of ours are just too much, Wyatt. Too much! And Cousin Angelo and Maria had a hand in buying it for us, too.” She laughed and added, “I’ll bet there was one helluva argument about who would give us a villa and where it would be located. I’m sure Cousin Angelo and Maria wanted it set in Athens, Greece.”


  He smiled into her glistening eyes. “Angelo is a good guy. I can see him putting up an argument, but in the end? He and Maria love you and they want you happy, so I don’t imagine there was too big of a battle about this. They all love you, so since when is giving you a villa not okay?” he teased.


  “I just can’t believe this! I mean, I loved spending summers in Kuşadası with all of our aunts and uncles. We played with their kids and we were just part of a huge, warm, fuzzy family, Wyatt.”


  “Was this a dream of yours?” he asked gently, smiling into her eyes.


  “Well . . . I remember one time, maybe when I was ten, Uncle Ihsan asked the three of us if we had one wish, what would it be. We’d been staying at their place, and we were having ice cream, which was such a treat when it was a hundred degrees out. We were sitting on their patio when he asked us.”


  “You must have wished for a villa, right?” Wyatt grinned.


  “I did.” Rubbing her face, Tal muttered, “I can’t believe this! I always wanted to have a home in Kuşadası. I love the energy there, the beautiful blue Aegean Sea . . . I just feel so alive, so good there. So does my mom.”


  “She was born there, right?” Wyatt recalled.


  “So were the three of us kids,” Tal said.


  “Then, it is home for you, Matt, and Alexa.”


  “Yes, Dad was a very important Air Force liaison officer who worked with NATO in Turkey. We lived in Istanbul for some time. Mom would get pregnant in Istanbul, where my dad was stationed, and then she’d fly home to give birth where she was born—in Kuşadası.”


  “Well,” Wyatt murmured, giving her a warm look, “then you really are going home, darlin’. I think this is a wonderful gift they all gave to you. You’ll always have a place to call home from now on.”


  Tal reached out, kissing him for a long time. As she lifted her lips from his mouth, she looked deep into his hooded, burning gaze. “You’re my home, Wyatt. This villa is wonderful, but it can’t compare to you, or to what we have. And the wedding gift is for both of us, make no mistake about that. Even if I had a villa and I didn’t have you, it would be a terribly lonely, empty place for me.”


  She slid her hand up across his strong jaw, drowning in his warm gray eyes. “Without you in my life, I’d have nothing, Wyatt. Nothing.”


  He took Tal’s hand, slowly kissing her palm. “Let’s put these puzzle pieces back into an envelope. I want to make love to the only woman my heart will ever need: you.”


  The End
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  THE DESERT BEGAN to shift and change in nature. Now, they were slowly climbing, gaining elevation and suddenly Dara could see snow-capped mountains in a U-shape around them the distance. These were fourteen-thousand foot Afghanistan mountains, rugged and powerful looking. They reminded her of the type she’d seen in New Zealand years earlier. These had sharply pointed peaks thrusting up out of the earth, dominating the valley. Dara tried to see the mountains coming into view as just that: rugged, but beautiful. Soon enough, halfway through the small, narrow valley, the Afghan village where they would render medical aid to the people, somewhere ahead. She spotted a thin ribbon of a dark green river off to their left. There were trees, although the leaves had shed for the year, leaving a lot of bare branches following the course of nearby water. The trees looked like skeletons, gray, thin and starved looking to Dara. Like the people who struggled to survive here in this godforsaken country. Afghanistan was one of the poorest nations on earth.


  Mohammed, their driver, slowed the van and turned off onto a heavily rutted, muddy road. It had obviously rained up here from what Dara could see. She didn’t know the elevation, but it appeared much higher than the desert floor. There were wheel ruts made by carts drawn by donkeys or horses. The van jolted along at a very slow speed. Dara gripped the arm of the seat, constantly jostled around. There was a copse of trees resembling pines, their green limbs making it look like a gauntlet or corridor that the van would have to crawl through.


  Matt, a Delta Force sergeant in the front seat, sat up, far more alert. What scared Dara was that he had just taken the safety off his M-4. Did he see something? What? She craned her neck, trying to see what he saw. Beau, his team mate, next to her, moved and flipped off the safety from his weapon, as well. That sent adrenaline leaking into Dara’s bloodstream. Her sister Callie seemed at ease, but she wasn’t. Callie had worked with Hope Charity for five years with these outlying villages north of Bagram. This was her first trip to such a village and she was concerned.


  THE VAN MOVED sideways as Mohammed fought to keep it on the road. Dara gripped the arm tighter, her gaze moving quickly from one side of the road to the other. Matt and Beau were on full alert, braced as they continued to scan the enclosed area. Dara could see nothing. This stretch of the road to the village was walled by sixty-foot pine trees and brush that blocked the view.


  Her heart started to beat a little harder in her chest.


  She saw Matt speak quietly into the mic that lay close to his lips, but she couldn’t hear what he said. Who was he speaking to? She was a civilian and had no grounding in anything military. Beau also wore an earpiece and mic, too. Not at all familiar with what Matt did, it alarmed her. There was such a feeling of danger hanging over them it was hard to ignore, but she told herself that it was only her over-active imagination. Seeing two Delta Force operators put the rifles to their shoulders sent her alarm bells ripping through her, and her knuckles whitened around the arm of the seat.


  Dara was about to ask what was going on when suddenly, the windshield shattered. The glass exploded inwardly, like glittering ice shards thrown throughout the van.


  “Get DOWN!” Matt roared, aiming his M-4 out the shattered window.


  Dara lurched for the floor. Callie did, too. The deep-throated firing of the M-4’s hurt her ears, and Dara felt the van lurch.


  Mohammed screamed as the van skidded sideways. A thunk, thunk, thunk of bullets were fired into the careening vehicle.


  Dara closed her eyes, biting back a scream. She felt the van suddenly lift off on one side. They were crashing! Oh, God! Clinging to the floor, Callie near her, Dara knew they were all going to die. This was an ambush by the Taliban! She heard Matt’s voice above the roar and heard Beau answer. The sounds were cartwheeling around her and she panicked as the van fell on its side, sliding off the road. It slammed into the tree line and came to a sudden, abrupt halt.


  Hurled upward, Dara gasped, slamming into the panel. She felt pain in her arm as she crumpled into the van’s sliding door. It was now partly open, mud oozing through the crack. The roar of the M-4’s returning fire and the chut-chut-chutting sounds of rifles returning fire outside of the van converged. Dara’s ears ached. She couldn’t hear anything. On her hands and knees, she twisted her head, seeing Beau firing slow and carefully out the shattered rear window. But where was Mohammed? She lifted her head, unable to see him. She saw Matt with the M-4 firing, each time, slow and accurate.


  Then, for a moment, the firing stopped.


  “Get out!” Matt roared. He kicked open the passenger door, leaping out. Beau cursed, trying to open the sliding door, but it was jammed. He grabbed Callie, throwing her forward between the two front seats.


  “Exfil!” he yelled, pushing her to the right. Matt was right there, catching her as she was pushed roughly out the passenger side door. Instantly, he placed himself between her and the wall of the trees where the enemy hid, his M-4 lifted, ready to fire.


  Beau reached back, grunting, as he hauled Dara off her knees, pushing her past him and guiding her through the opening to the front of the van.


  And there was Mohammed, slumped over the wheel, dead. Half his head was gone! Dara choked, and before she could cry out, Matt reached in, jerking her into his arms, hauling her out of the vehicle.


  Beau leaped out, right behind her. His face was a mask his eyes narrowed as he warily searched the wall of green before them.


  “Take her,” Matt snapped, guiding Callie to her feet. “Get into the hills! We need to separate. We can’t go together. Once you get hidden, call for help from Bravo. Wait until the QRF arrives.”


  “Roger that,” Beau said, gripping Callie’s arm. She’d fallen into the muddy road, her hands and knees covered. He moved swiftly to the rear of the van, jerking open a door and pulled out both rucks, bringing one over to Matt. Quickly, Beau shrugged his on and grabbed Callie’s hand.


  “Come on,” he ordered, “stay low and stay close to me, Callie.”


  Matt took the ruck, shrugging it over his shoulders, belting up. He pulled Dara to her feet and he swiftly guided her across the road from where the van lay on its side and headed into the brush. Twigs and branches swatted at Dara’s eyes and face, and once they were in the brush, they halted and crouched together. Breathing hard, gripping his gloved hand, Dara gulped, panic racing through her.


  He turned. “We’ve been ambushed,” he told her in a low, raspy voice. “It’s a large, unknown Taliban force. Beau and I are splitting up so we don’t lead them into the village. We’re heading for the mountains. Beau will take to the hills in the opposite direction with Callie. He’ll be calling in for help from Bagram with his sat phone. In the meantime, we need to get as far away from this van as we can. By splitting up, we split the enemy forces and fewer of them can follow us. It puts the odds more in our favor if there’s a firefight.”


  Dara gave a jerky nod, her throat tight, terror sizzling through her.


  Matt looked around, keeping crouched, keeping her close to him. “Are you injured, Dara?”


  She gulped, shaking her head. “Just—scared.” For a second, she saw the sympathy in Matt’s eyes. But then, it was gone. His gold eyes were hard and brittle with alertness. Now, she was seeing him for the warrior he was. “W-what do you want me to do?”


  He took her gloved hand and guided it on his web belt at his waist. “Hold on to my belt. Try not to walk on large sticks because they’ll break and make a sound. The more noise we make, the sooner the Taliban will locate us. Do the best you can and stay very, very close to me.”


  “Do you know where we’re going?”


  “Up this mountain to hide,” Matt rasped, looking around, his rifle up, hand near the trigger. “I know this area well. There are a lot of caves up higher. And there’s a pro-American Afghan village on the other side of this mountain.”


  “But isn’t there one a few miles away?”


  “The Taliban have attacked us here. Beau will take Callie and they’ll work their way toward Bagram. He won’t go into that village because the Taliban will follow and kill innocent civilians while trying to find Beau and Callie. We’re each going to run and hide, draw the Taliban away from that village. It has no way to defend itself, Dara. Beau’s going to be in touch with Bagram, just as I will be when I can get an open spot to call them.” He turned, looking at the clouds gathering over the peaks of the mountains and scowled. “Taliban have Stinger missiles sometimes. They can blow a Black Hawk helicopter out of the air that tries to land and rescue us.” He brought her close, squeezing her against him. “That’s why we have to run. We have to get far enough away from this group and lose them. Then, I’ll call in on my sat phone and have a helicopter pick us up. Are you okay?” He searched her eyes.


  It all made sense. Dara swallowed hard, her throat dry and constricted. “I’m okay. But Callie . . .”


  “Beau’s as good as I am,” Matt reassured her quietly, holding her stare. “Callie’s in the best of hands. He’ll give his life for her if he has to. Don’t worry,” and he released her, guiding her fingers around his belt. “Let’s go. Remember, try not to step on anything that will crack or make a sound.”


  It was harder to do than Dara thought it would be. She didn’t want to be separated from Callie, but she understood Matt’s strategic reasoning. Nor did she want that unprotected Shinwari village to be attacked. Beau was a big unknown to her, but Matt wasn’t. He moved with lethal silence, rifle up and ready, the hunter, not the prey. She felt like the prey, clinging to his belt, her eyes locked on the ground in front of her. Wind gusted through the area, the pines around them singing. As peaceful as they sounded, Dara knew Taliban were somewhere nearby, hunting for them. Oh, God, what would they do if the enemy captured them? Judging from the grim look on Matt’s hardened features, she didn’t want to know. They had speeded up after she thought she heard harsh, angry voices behind them. It had to be the Taliban looking for them! Adrenaline shot through Dara.


  They moved quickly until the copse of trees began to thin. As it did, Dara tried not to make harsh sounds while breathing, but she couldn’t help it. Her knees were sore from the crash in the van. The muddy soil combined with slippery, wet pine needles gradually became a bare, rocky surface. Downed limbs from trees now surrounded them on the slope.


  They were climbing steadily and Matt kept weaving through high brush and anything else he could to keep them from being spotted by the enemy. Dara saw the clouds darkening above them, the wind whipping more strongly across the rugged slope. Then, she tripped, nearly falling, but Matt turned, catching her before her knees slammed into the rocks.


  He crouched, bringing her against him. “Let’s rest a second,” he rasped.


  Dara nodded, bowing her head, mouth open, gasping for air. “It’s so high here,” she managed.


  “Yeah, about eight thousand feet,” Matt put down his rifle and pulled out his Camel Bak hose off his shoulder attachment. “Here, suck on this. It’s fresh water. I have to keep you hydrated,” and he offered it to her.


  Her hand trembling, she realized she’d lost one of her thin leather gloves, the back of it scratched and bloodied from brush, Dara took it, nodding her thanks. The water was cold, and Dara sucked hard, making a small sound of relief as it flowed down her aching throat. It tasted so good! She watched Matt panning the area, his head cocked as if listening for something. He’d pulled his hair back into a ponytail, wearing a dark green baseball cap. He too, like her, wore civilian clothes, jeans, boots and a heavy black winter parka that was perfect for this winter day and kind of weather. He also wore a green and ocher shemagh around his neck and shoulders, keeping the heat in his body from escape through the neck area.


  Worried about him, Dara offered him the tube. “Aren’t you thirsty?”


  He nodded, taking it from her and drinking from it as he continued on watch.


  Dara slowly sat down, crossing her legs, her elbows on her thighs, grateful for the momentary rest. Her hair had come undone in the firefight and she needed to get it captured and tamed into a ponytail.


  “Here,” Matt offered. “Let me.” He gathered up her hair and took a rubber band he had in one of his pockets, quickly fashioning a ponytail out of it. He picked up the dark green scarf from around her shoulders. “I need you to wear this on like a headdress,” he explained. “Your blonde hair will stand out in this country and a sharp-eyed tracker will spot you in a split second.”


  “Okay,” Dara said, handing the scarf to him. In a matter of moments, Matt had created what she would call a “sheik-like headdress” around her head, completely covering her hair up. “Camouflage. Right?”


  He nodded. “Yes.” He knelt on one knee, intently staring at her. “How are you holding up, Dara?”


  “Okay,” she lied, remembering her promise to be more like Callie, strong and self-sufficient. She rubbed her knees. “When the van wrecked, it threw me over the seat. My knees hit first.”


  “Any injury? Or are they just bruised?” he asked, watching her slender hand move across her right knee.


  “Bruised.” Dara looked around and then back at him. “How much trouble are we in?” She knew he wasn’t telling her everything because she’d worry, but she had to know. “Matt? Don’t lie to me. I want the truth.”


  He smiled briefly and caressed her cheek. “I’ll never lie to you, Dara. It’s not in my DNA.” Dragging in a breath, he drank more water and then snapped the mouthpiece closed on the water tube. His gaze was restless, and his hearing was keyed for the smallest sound that was abnormal for this area. Animals always listed for what was out of place. He followed the same instinctual reaction.


  “We need to keep on the move. Once the Taliban doesn’t find us by searching that grove of trees, they’re going to pull out their trackers and start looking for our footprints. We were in mud back there,” he told her, holding her gaze. “There was no way for me to erase them. They’re going to track us. The good news is, once we hit this rocky slope it’ll be a lot tougher for them to pick up our trail. No one can track on rocks, so we’re buying ourselves time. There’s a pass at nine thousand feet up there,” and he pointed toward the rugged peaks above them. “We’re going to get through that pass and down on the other side of it. I’ve worked this area a lot in the past and I know it well. There are thousands of caves up at the higher elevations. What I want to do is find a place to hide, one with an egress point in case we’re compromised by the enemy.”


  She nodded, digesting all of it. “What about Bagram and being picked up?”


  “Right now? My radio isn’t working. I have to get higher for a clear, unimpeded channel between us and Bagram for it to work. That means, once we hit the pass, I can call them and hopefully, they’ll hear me. But it’s not guaranteed. That’s why I’m relying on Beau to make that call to the base. He’s on flat, level ground with no mountains to obstruct the radio signal.”


  Her brows fell. “Then . . . we’re on our own?”


  “Yes,” he murmured. “Dara, you have me. I’ll get us out of this. I know you’re scared. Anyone would be. But trust me.”


  “I do,” she whispered, choking on sudden emotion, the adrenaline beginning to leave her system. Dara knew she’d crash soon and become a shaky, emotional mess. “I worry about Callie.”


  “Beau is in his element. He’ll get Callie into those low hills and disappear in them with her. He’ll have good radio contact with Bagram.” He caressed her cheek. “If anything, once they dodge the Taliban contingent, they’ll easily get picked up by our people long before we do.”


  “Thank God,” she whispered, pressing her hand against her heart.


  “We need to go,” Matt urged her gently. “Are you ready? We’ve got another two thousand feet to climb. I’m going to take us into this wadi nearby. It’s a thousand-foot-long ravine, and it will hide us from Taliban eyes better than being out on this slope looking for brush to hide behind.”


  “Okay,” she said. Her knees and hips were cranky and protested. Dara slowly stood up, with Matt holding her elbow to steady her. She gazed up at him. “You don’t look winded or tired like me.” She saw his lips curve ruefully a little.


  “Sweetheart, this is what I’ve been doing for a living since I was eighteen. That’s nine years.” And then his voice grew warm and thick. “And I think last night you saw what good athletic condition my body’s in? Right?”


  Dara’s fear receded over his teasing. The warmth in Matt’s lion gold eyes moved through her like heat, melting the coldness inside her. “There is no doubt that you have a beautiful, hard male body, Matt Culver.”


  His smile simmered as he leaned down, kissing her brow. “Think of me as a mountain goat. Your mountain goat.”


  She laughed a little. “No way. In my eyes and heart you’re a fierce male guardian lion.” Remembering his middle name was Aslan, lion in Turkish, he fit that role, and Dara knew Matt would do everything he could to keep her safe. She saw the warrior now, felt his palpable protection surrounding her, making her feel safe even when it was anything but.


  “My mother named me well,” Matt agreed, picking up his M-4 and snapping it to his chest harness. He rearranged the heavy straps of his ruck over his shoulders. “I need to ask her someday if she had a vision about me before I was born. Did she see a lion and then decided to name me Aslan?”


  “She must be psychic,” Dara agreed, sliding her fingers around his web belt.


  “We’ll get a chance to ask her that,” he told her, meaning it.


  Her fear retreated as she felt Matt’s confidence that they’d get through this. It was as if he were feeding it invisibly to her, and Dara was grateful. She’d never been in such a place or predicament like this in her life. It was alien landscape to her. And it was deadly. She didn’t want to die.


  Her heart cringed thinking of Callie dying, or Matt or Beau. This overwhelming possibility was now settling around her, and Dara was grateful for Matt’s ability to lift her spirits, even though they were running for their lives.


  Thunder rumbled above them and Dara jerked a looked up toward the sound. The gray and black clouds that had gathered earlier were now racing down the slope in their direction.


  “We’re either going to get rain, sleet or snow,” Matt warned her as he turned his head in her direction. “Keep your one glove on. And pull your parka hood up. Is your jacket rainproof?”


  Dara nodded, quickly doing as he instructed.


  Matt craned his neck, looking behind them, gazing down the steep slope below. His gaze shifted to her. “Actually, this weather is good. It’s in our favor. Any tracks we’ve made will be washed out if the Taliban is anywhere near us. Ready?”
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  lindsaymckenna.selz.com/item/forged-in-fire-sample


  Broken Dreams, Book 4, Delos Series, January 2, 2016


  This quote book will introduce you to Captain Alexa Culver and Marine Sergeant Gage Hunter, sniper, USMC.


  FREE sample chapter of Broken Dreams, Book 4:


  lindsaymckenna.selz.com/item/broken-dreams-sample
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