
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      FOREVER HIS GIRL

      
        A HOMETOWN HEROES NOVEL, BOOK 5

      

    

    




      
        CATHERINE MANN

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Sneak Peek: Dangerous to Love

      

    

    
      
        Check Out More Hometown Heroes!

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Forever His Girl

      A Hometown Heroes Novel, Book 5

      Copyright © 2023 Catherine Mann

      All rights reserved.

      Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereinafter invented, including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher.

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are a product of the writer’s imagination. All rights reserved. Scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of this book without permission of the author is unlawful piracy and theft. Thank you for respecting this author’s hard work and livelihood.

      Cover Design and Interior Format The Killion Group, Inc.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my son Robbie

      

        

      
        There’s a saying by C. J. Milbrandt,

        “Let your boys test their wings.

        They may not be eagles, but that doesn’t

        mean they shouldn’t soar free.”

      

        

      
        Robbie, my boy, it’s a joy to watch you soar!

        I’m so proud of the man you’ve become.

        Never forget that I love you!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Eleven years ago Mary Elise McRae had expected to fill a hope chest for a future with Daniel Baker. But she’d never thought she would fill a box quite so literally.

      Her body currently folded inside a five-by-five-foot wooden crate, Mary Elise hugged the two small boys closer. The rough-hewn box jostled on the back of the flatbed truck, jarring bony little elbows and knees against her. Hard. Not that anyone dared do more than breathe in the cedar-scented darkness.

      A lone horn honked along the stretch of desert road in their escape route from Rubistan. The truck jerked to a stop. Was a goat blocking the way? Or a cow? Either animal would be slow when Mary Elise needed fast.

      Headlights from the truck behind them shone through the tiny slits between the boards, an unrelenting reminder that a Rubistanian guard from the embassy was tracking them. She’d heard his voice as the crate was loaded onto the truck. Procedure didn’t allow him on the U.S. government’s vehicle, but those ominous beams sparked fear inside her as surely as if he’d been sitting alongside puffing away on one of those cigars he favored.

      Would he use this delay as an excuse to ambush them? Cause an “accident?”

      The diesel engine’s growl increased and the truck lurched to life. Mary Elise exhaled her relief in the stifling enclosure. Only another half hour, max, until she delivered Trey and Austin safely aboard a U.S. military cargo plane. Then she would say her tearful farewells to the two children being smuggled out of the Middle-East in the back of Captain Daniel Baker’s C-17.

      Danny.

      His name echoed in her mind amid the grind of changing gears. What would Daniel say when he saw her for the first time in eleven years? If only he had advance warning she would be with the boys, but she’d expected to stay at the embassy, not be in this sweltering wooden container.

      With any luck, they would be too rushed to talk. She would pass over her young charges. Thank Daniel for answering the emergency SOS she’d anonymously routed through the economic attaché. Then haul butt off the airstrip, back to her tiny apartment in Rubistan’s capital, back to her teaching post at the American embassy school.

      Back to her solitary life.

      She wouldn’t let memories of Daniel make her yearn for anything more. She’d worked too hard for her pocket of peace away from Savannah, Georgia. Peace bought with the help of Daniel’s father. Trey and Austin’s father, too.

      And today she would repay that debt.

      “Mary ’Lise?” Austin whispered from under her chin. “Wanna get out. Gotta go pottie.”

      “Shhh,” she urged as loudly as she dared. “Soon, sweetie. I promise.”

      She hoped.

      Sweat trickled down her neck, caking sand to her skin as she willed Austin silent since a crate of “computers” didn’t whisper for a bathroom. Sure, a diplomatic pouch was immune from inspection—a pouch being U.S. government property of any size from the embassy. Totally immune. Unless that “pouch” starting talking.

      Her arms locked tighter around thin, preschooler shoulders on her left and the more substantial nine-year-old frame on her right. At least Trey was old enough to follow instructions, his shoulders pumping under her arm with each heavy breath. Little Austin, however, was a wild card.

      Bracing her feet against the other side to combat jolts, she suppressed the illogical bubble of laughter. Definitely a card. Wild. Precious. And looked so much like his adult half-brother Daniel.

      So much like the baby she and Daniel might have had if not for the miscarriage.

      Of course she hadn’t been able to turn away when Austin had pumped out tears at the sight of the crate. He’d begged for Mary ’Lise to crawl inside with him instead of his twenty-one-year-old nanny, a pale and wide-eyed nanny who’d seemed all too willing to bow out.

      The truck squealed to a stop. A tiny hand tucked into hers and clutched tight with chubby stickiness. She pressed a silent kiss to Austin’s brow.

      “Well, hello there, gentlemen,” the masculine bass rumbled.

      Danny.

      Even with eleven years more testosterone infused into deepening his voice, she would recognize that hint of a Southern drawl anywhere. No rushing. Even in the middle of an unstable country, on a darkened runway where threats lurked in countless shadows…Danny didn’t hurry for anyone. Life followed him. He never followed life.

      His ambling lope thudded closer. Could they hear her heart thump outside the box?

      A second set of footsteps sounded. Faster. Cigar smoke wafted through the thin slits between boards. The distinctive scent of imported Cubans favored by the Rubistanian guard from the embassy snaked around her.

      The slower bootsteps, Daniel’s, stopped. “How downright neighborly of you to offer an escort, but my folks here can handle things now.”

      “We have procedure to follow in my country, Captain,” the guard clipped out.

      “Lighten up there, Sparky. I know all about your procedure. The paperwork’s pristine…well, except for some ketchup on the edge there from my fries. Now back on up so my loadmaster can finish the transfer.”

      Daniel’s affected flippancy reached into the box with calming comfort. And unwelcome enticement. His voice shouldn’t still have the power to strum her numbed senses to life, especially not now. She wasn’t a teenager anymore. She was a mature woman with control over her life. She’d moved on after the debacle with Danny and married someone else.

      Bad example.

      Lighten up, ’Lise. Danny’s mantra echoed in her head through the years. Life’s just not that complicated.

      She wished.

      “Time to head on out, Sparky,” Daniel called, casual and irreverent as ever. “The sooner our loadmaster Tag over there can load up and lock down, the sooner we’ll get off your runway.”

      A trail of tangy smoke slithered into the box. “What is your hurry, Captain?”

      “Hurry?” Daniel’s bass rumbled closer, louder. The truck shifted with the weight of another body. “I need to head home for my annual pilgrimage to the Frito-Lay factory. Besides, my copilot’s just a kid and it’s past her bedtime.”

      “Hey, now,” a female voice called from below. “Frito-Lay? I thought you were going to Hershey, Pennsylvania.”

      “That was last month, Wren.”

      “And you didn’t bring me any chocolate? I’m crushed.”

      “I thought about you. But what can I say? I got hungry on the way home.”

      Their lighthearted voices filled the box, and Mary Elise resented the twinge of envy over his easy rapport with the copilot. She’d once shared that same relationship with Daniel until the summer their friendship had spiraled into something more. So much more.

      Memories swirled in the murky box with oppressive weight. So Daniel still loved his junk food. They’d met twenty-two years ago over a chocolate Ho-Ho snack cake. She’d pulled the treat from her Disney Princess lunch box to thank him for bloodying Buddy Davis’s nose after the bully made fun of her Yankee accent.

      Did Daniel still like video games, too? Hide his genius brain behind jokes? Kiss with an intense thoroughness that turned a woman’s insides to warmed syrup?

      A hand patted the crate once, again, and again, with slow reassurance. Daniel. “And speaking of hungry,” he said, his hand thumping a lulling lazy beat. “There’s a flight lunch and a bag of red licorice with my name written all over it waiting in the cockpit. Let’s speed this up.”

      Smoke spiraled inside, mingling with the ripe scent of fresh-cut boards. A low wheeze hissed from Trey. His head fell back against her arm as he sucked in air.

      Tension stretched inside her. Mary Elise rubbed a soothing hand along his back, a poor substitute for his inhaler, but all she could risk. The smoke, cedar and fear were too much for anyone, much less a child with asthma. As if these kids hadn’t already been through enough with their parents’ “accidental” deaths and a Rubistanian uncle trying to claim them…and their inheritance.

      All the more reason to get the children to their half-brother on American soil. Forget about using official diplomatic channels where the boys could be in college before Rubistan coughed them up.

      Mary Elise hugged the boys closer, her hair snagging along the wood. Pulling. Stinging her scalp. Hard. Her eyes watered. They needed to get rid of that guard so someone could crack open the box and let Trey breathe.

      Another puff of cigar smoke tendrilled inside. “How interesting that your name tag reads with the last name Baker, Captain. That is the surname of your ambassador who so recently died in an unfortunate accident.”

      The thudding stopped. Silence echoed for three wheezing breaths from Trey before the rhythmic tap resumed. “Baker’s a common last name over in America, Sparky.”

      “Of course. If you were related, you would be in mourning, not working.” The vehicle dipped with added weight, then footsteps shuddered the truck bed. Not Daniel’s lope. The clipped pace of the guard. “Is that a loose board I see right—”

      “Don’t even think about it.” Daniel’s steely voice iced the humid air. The click of a cocked gun echoed. “If you lay so much as one finger on that box, I’ll blow your hand off. A diplomatic pouch is sovereign United States government territory. Move back and get off this truck. Now.”

      Bugs droned in response along with the low hum of the idling plane engines.

      Fear for Danny piled on top of the panic already simmering just below the surface. She hadn’t wanted to see him and now she couldn’t bear the thought of never laying eyes on him again. Her plea had brought him here. There hadn’t been any other choice for the boys. But if things went badly, she would never forgive herself.

      An exhale sounded along with the retreat of boots and smoke. The gun snicked as it was uncocked.

      The crate rolled forward.

      Air rushed from her lungs. Not that she should be surprised at Daniel’s victory. The teenager she’d known had carried an untamed look in his eyes, the veneer of ten generations of Savannah wealth having worn thin for him. So often he’d flung himself into brawls like a scrappy street fighter in defiance of his pedigree. In defense of her. He’d always won, too. Except once.

      I’m sorry. She winged her apology for then as well as now.

      He’d taken a punch from his father when she’d been as much at fault for the unplanned pregnancy. Of course Daniel had never raised a hand to defend himself.

      On the heels of that memory rushed in others, later, with her ex-husband. She wished she had the option of fighting back against Kent. He’d never actually struck her, but his threat had been no less lethal as he controlled her, betrayed her body in a way so soul rending she wondered if she could ever recover. And then when she’d dared leave him, he’d hired a hit man to take her out. Not that the police would help her, thanks to her ex’s far-reaching influence.

      So she’d run. To stay alive, she’d even been willing to move to a hotbed of political unrest in a tiny country neighboring Turkey. At least in Rubistan no one thought it might be a nifty idea to kill her simply because she couldn’t bear him children.

      Visions of her Georgia home chilled the sweat sealing her silk shirt to her skin. Come on, come on, come on. Open the box.

      The sides closed in with claustrophobic pressure. She shoved away the need to run. For the boys. The precious warm weights beside her who smelled of chocolate and sunshine and dreams she would never have.

      The crate tipped. Mary Elise and the children slid, wedging into the corner with the minimal padding of a couple of blankets.

      “Tag, go easy there,” Daniel called. “Wouldn’t want to crack a computer keyboard now, would we?”

      “No worries, sir.” A voice sounded beside them as the box jerked to a stop. “I’ll treat it like one of my own.”

      A mechanical drone built. The dim streaks of light faded. The load-ramp shutting? The world faded around her to near black until the ramp clanked closed.

      She forced her breathing to regulate. Maybe they needed privacy to open the crate and let them out. That made sense. Then they could slip her back off the plane under the cover of darkness. Not ideal. But doable.

      Lazy footsteps picked up speed along the metal floor. A final thump sounded on the planked top. “Lock it down tight, Tag.”

      “Roger that, Captain,” Tag responded.

      The thud of boots faded. Chains jangled in the time fugue of waiting. Was it safe to talk yet?

      Engines roared and grew louder. Forget waiting.

      Mary Elise opened her mouth and shouted. Except she couldn’t hear herself over the engines. Her heart hammered her chest. The boys wriggled closer.

      She screamed louder - a soundless shriek swallowed by the din.

      The crate vibrated, joggling as the plane moved. Faster. Forward. Picking up speed. The roar built, swelling. Tension clenched her chest until each breath became a struggle like Trey with his asthma.

      The box tilted back. Gravity slid her with the boys until she landed against the wooden wall as the plane…

      Went…

      Up.

      Her stomach lurched with panic. They were airborne.
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        * * *

      

      Airborne. And not a moment too soon.

      Captain Daniel “Crusty” Baker maxed the throttle. Level at twenty-eight thousand feet. Time to plow through the night sky out of Rubistanian airspace so they could crack open the crate. He’d tried to keep the takeoff as smooth as possible for the boys and their nanny, but he couldn’t risk letting them out.

      Not while a pair of enemy MiG-21s flew an ominous escort in the star-studded sky.

      Swiping aside the unopened bag of licorice, Crusty switched to closed interphone frequency. “Hold tough in back, we’re almost over the border.”

      Where he hoped the MiGs would peel away.

      “Roger, sir,” answered Senior Master Sergeant J. T. “Tag” Price, loadmaster for the mission. “We’re hanging in there.”

      Relief pilot, 1st Lt. Bo Rokowsky, loomed, strapped in behind Daniel, restless energy filling the cockpit.

      Copilot, 1st Lt. Darcy “Wren” Renshaw, worked from the right seat, punching numbers into the navigational system. “Five minutes and counting down.”

      No room for error with those MiGs hungry for an excuse to pop them with an infrared missile. He owed this crew more than he could ever repay. Sure the mission had been CIA sanctioned—barely. Approved in a sped-through process that would likely leave heads rolling later when their new squadron commander returned from TDY—temporary duty.

      Renshaw had signed on out of friendship. Tag out of honor. Rokowsky out of craziness. The wild-eyed lieutenant constantly gave new meaning to their squadron motto of Anything, Anywhere, Anytime.

      Daniel adjusted airspeed, keeping his eyes trained on the holographic HUD—heads up display—perched at the bottom of his windscreen. He owed Renshaw double. Her boyfriend, who worked for the Air Force’s Office of Special Investigations, had used his old CIA contacts to push through paperwork for this embassy run in less than forty-eight hours after the call from the economic attaché.

      The final mission orders had even included a couple of the Air Force’s elite security forces, Ravens, to accompany them - who couldn’t offer protection against the MiGs keeping pace alongside. Daniel’s gun weighed like lead in his pocket.

      The Rubistanians knew. Of course they knew. But their government couldn’t search without concrete evidence the boys were in that crate. His half-brothers. A couple of kids he’d only seen a handful of times.

      Sure, he could blame that on being oceans apart, but he knew full well it had nothing to do with distance in miles. It had everything to do with the distance between his father and him that had started eleven years ago. His father had been a senator in those days. Full of himself and his power, the old man had dumped his wife for a hot young translator from Rubistan and started a new family.

      Later his father had assumed the position of ambassador to Rubistan so his wife could be near her family. Of course, then the old man had decided to dump her for a newer hottie model—until a blown-up embassy Mercedes had preempted the divorce.

      Yeah, the old guy had been a poster boy for the wisdom of bachelorhood. And yes, Daniel felt crummy for the disloyal thought. If only they’d had a chance to come close to understanding each other.

      Daniel’s hand clenched around the throttle. Steady. They were almost to the border. The box was locked down tight, with the nanny inside to keep the kids calm and safe. The transfer had gone as smoothly as could be expected.

      Except when he’d almost had a heart attack over seeing a long wisp of red hair trailing from a crease in the crate. One glimpse of that strand glinting in the tarmac lights and he’d hauled butt onto the truck to put himself between the auburn thread and the guard. Hand behind his back, he’d given the telltale strand a quick yank—and prayed the nanny would stay quiet.

      Daniel flicked at a lone red hair clinging to his sleeve. Again. He’d flung it away more than once, but the thing kept sticking to his flight suit. He shook his hand to dislodge it from his glove and tried not to think about another person with hair that shade of auburn. Why was she right there in his mind today?

      Mary Elise.

      He didn’t believe in the mystical. He preferred the mathematical precision of his world of dark ops testing. But he’d never been able to explain the connection between himself and Mary Elise that had started over a shared Ho-Ho after he’d beaten the snot out of Buddy Davis for picking on the new kid about her accent.

      Years later the connection had frayed because of an impulsive night making love. An incredible night. An unforgettable night with his best friend.

      Then not friends. Not anymore. No friendship. No baby. No connection with Mary Elise. Until today.

      The hair drifted across his control panel.

      Renshaw keyed up the mike. “Ten seconds and counting down.”

      Daniel steadied his breath with each count. Focus. Fly. It must just be his father’s death two weeks ago knocking him off balance. Since he’d been so deep in-country on an assignment by the time the message reached him about his father, Daniel had even missed the memorial service. A miscommunication snafu left out his stepmother’s death, so he’d assumed the boys were fine.

      Definitely a rough couple of weeks of surprises. At least he was in the homestretch.

      “Three. Two,” Wren chanted. “One. Over the Rubistanian border.” Daniel twisted to check-visual out the window. Like clockwork, the

      MiGs peeled away.

      A collective sigh echoed through the headset.

      In the clear. “Okay, Tag, go ahead and break open that crate now.”

      He would worry later about what to do with his brothers. Between their nanny and the brand-new tablets in his flight bag, he might not even have to figure that one out until morning.

      Daniel reached to punch in the radio frequency to notify Ankara center in Turkey that they’d crossed over into their airspace. The charge of having bested the enemy stirred an adrenaline buzz.

      “Captain Baker?” Tag clipped through the headset.

      “Yeah, Tag?” Daniel’s hand fell away from the radio controls. “Problem?”

      “As a matter of fact, there is. I think you’re going to want to come down here and check this out for yourself.”

      Tension snapped through the crew compartment.

      “Roger. I’m on my way.” Daniel waggled the stick, the fighter-jet-like stick in the C-17 a sleek upgrade from the steering yoke of older cargo planes. “Wren, you got the jet?”

      The stick wiggled in his grip in tandem response as she signaled her control. Sweat dotted her brow, dampening her short brown hair to her head, but no hint of stress showed through her concentration. “Roger, Crusty, I have the jet.”

      Daniel unplugged his headset and charged down the narrow stairwell into the belly of the plane. Victory-sparked adrenaline ignited into a darker dread. He may not know these brothers of his, but they were counting on him. They didn’t have anyone else other than a megalomaniac uncle in Rubistan who wanted their inheritance to funnel into terrorist training camps.

      Danny would die before he let that maniac get his hands on Trey and Austin. Daniel cleared the stairs and entered the cargo hold. His eyes adjusted to the dim glow of lights tracking the roof and illuminating the metal cave. The crate gaped open. Tag stood with boots braced, the bear of a man cradling a tousle-headed three-year-old like a seasoned parental veteran.

      Austin.

      Relief pounded through Daniel. His eyes jerked to the grouping by the row of seats where Trey sat with his elbows on bony knees. Everyone alive. Cricking his neck from side to side, Daniel strode toward the cluster hovering around Trey. The two Ravens stood guard in full battle dress camouflage, machine guns slung over their shoulders. Body armor padding their chests, both men scowled down at the willowy woman kneeling in front of Trey.

      Red hair trailed down her back.

      Daniel shut down thoughts of another woman. Everyone seemed okay and that’s what mattered most.

      Some a lot more than okay. The woman’s brown silk shirt clung to her slim shoulders, to her elegant arms. And legs. Man, she had long legs, legs encased in tan pants smudged with dirt. Hugging a sweetly rounded bottom that begged admiration.

      Daniel scrubbed a hand over his gritty – and wayward - eyes. Adrenaline wreaked havoc on a man’s libido, especially after two days of no sleep. He did not need to be seducing the nanny, no matter how intriguing the idea of swiping aside all that silk and hair sounded.

      He had other, more practical – important - needs for her, rather than testing the waters to see if she might be interested in some uncomplicated sex. Uncomplicated sex was easy to find with any of the string of women who wanted to “fix” him—iron his wrinkled flight suits, make him eat right. Dealing with his brothers, however, would be complicated.

      Daniel shifted his attention to his nine-year-old brother. Trey hunched over, hands hooked behind his head on his buzz-cut brown hair as he sucked in gasps of air.

      Oh, man. Daniel strode forward. “What’s going on here?”

      Trey jerked upright. “No-thing,” he gasped out.

      The nanny’s shoulders rippled under silk. Still kneeling, she straightened her back but didn’t turn. His hand fell to her shoulder, wavy red hair snagging on his flight glove.

      A jolt shot up his arm.

      Don’t be a sap. There were at least a million women with hair that color. “Ma’am? Is there something we can do for him?”

      Slowly her head turned, her fiery hair tugging under his fingers. She looked up at him, and Daniel stared down into the greenest eyes he’d ever seen.

      There might be a million women with hair that color of auburn. But there was only one woman with eyes that particular shade of fresh-mown spring grass.

      Mary Elise braced her shoulders with the same defensive bravado she’d worn when telling him the pregnancy stick sported a big plus sign.

      “Hello, Danny.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Mary Elise decided the inside of that box might not be too bad after all. At least in there she could only hear Danny. Now she could hear and see him. All of him. Every fine inch of him.

      Dim lights filled the gray cavern, glinting off Daniel’s dark hair, casting shadows along the angles of his face. His lanky good looks had hardened into a lean body cut with whipcord strength that stretched just shy of six feet tall. If only she could distance herself from his appeal, but the nightmarish day had wreaked havoc on her normally rigid self-control.

      Instead, she could only stare at him and soak up the differences wrought by age. One gloved hand flattened against the side of the plane, he lounged with that same loose-hipped carelessness he’d worn when she’d told him she was pregnant. As if her announcement hadn’t meant the end of his Air Force Academy dream since cadets can’t marry until after graduation.

      Except his dream hadn’t ended. He’d won the Academy ring and wore the flight suit now, wrinkled though it might be at the moment.

      Right now, she wanted to flatten him right onto his awesome butt. She wanted to shout at him to care about something. Let it be important to see the woman he’d almost married. They hadn’t been head-over-heels in love with each other, but they had loved one another. Once. He’d been her friend, and the betrayal of how easily he’d let go after she lost the baby had hurt.

      His indifference hurt now.

      He shouldn’t still have the power to wound her. Her ex had done so much worse to her and she’d held strong. No way would she let Daniel trample her heart with one distant look.

      Mary Elise gripped the barred edge of the seat to steady her hands. She might not be able to regulate her pulse or her feelings, but she could control what she did about them. Bigger worries loomed, anyway, far more important than discovering if Daniel Baker still administered the most thorough, long and intense kisses she’d ever known.

      “Danny, could you pass me the smaller bag inside the crate, please? The black canvas one. Trey needs his inhaler.”

      “Don’t…want it,” Trey insisted.

      Daniel’s forehead trenched. “The kid has asthma? Why didn’t someone tell me?” He shifted away, mumbling, “And why didn’t someone mention who would be accompanying them?”

      So it bothered him after all. Mary Elise stifled the urge to do an impromptu victory dance and rubbed soothing circles along Trey’s back while Daniel reached into the crate.

      His flight suit stretched across narrow hips that veed up his back into broad shoulders. Muscles rippled under taut green fabric with restrained strength. He pivoted around with athletic fluidity, pitching the bag toward her.

      “Thank you,” she said, avoiding eyes that told her too well she wouldn’t be able to dodge talking soon.

      Mary Elise yanked the zipper open and rifled inside the pouch until her fingers closed around the inhaler. She snapped off the cap and thrust her hand toward Trey.

      He brought the medicine to his mouth and pumped once, twice, again. She prayed they wouldn’t be stranded in the air with Trey in a full-blown attack. “Come on, hon, take one more hit off the inhaler, okay?” His shoulders heaved with a shuddering inhale.

      Mary Elise waited for signs of relief. Years spent tending her chronically ill mother had left her with more knowledge about lung disease than some doctors. Her mother’s illness had also left her unsupervised, free to tromp alongside the neighbor boy. Never once had Danny complained about a pesky tagalong two years his junior. He’d shrugged off any teasing—when had Danny cared what others thought anyway—and labeled her his mascot.

      Daniel knelt beside her. The scent of bay rum mingled with the pervasive air of hydraulic fluid. “What else can you do for him?”

      Mary Elise focused on the hydraulic fluid. Fat lot of good it did her with the warmth of Danny’s arm inches away from her chest. “His nebulizer’s in the other bag. We can set that up if the Albuterol inhaler doesn’t do the trick.”

      Trey’s heaving shoulders slowed.

      She swept a hand over his pale brow. “Better, hon?” The boy nodded.

      Daniel held out his hand for the inhaler. “Hey, buddy, let me take that for you.”

      “You’re not…my buddy. Don’t even…know you.”

      Mary Elise stiffened.

      Daniel stilled, then slowly retracted his hand. “That’s right.” His arms fell to rest on his knee. “We don’t know each other. And we’ll duke that one out later on terra firma back in the States. Right now you just take care of yourself.”

      Trey clamped his mouth shut and fixed his gaze somewhere over his brother’s head.

      Shoving to his feet by Tag, Daniel ruffled Austin’s sweaty curls. “Hey there, sport.”

      Austin studied him with wary eyes, but at least not openly hostile. Daniel tugged off his flight gloves and reached into his thigh pocket. His hand whipped back out with a chocolate bar. “Snickers?”

      Austin’s brown eyes sparkled.

      Mary Elise rose, Daniel topping her by only a few inches. A perfect fit. “He’s allergic to nuts.”

      “How about red licorice?”

      “He might choke.”

      Daniel’s jaw flexed. “Three Musketeers bar?”

      Mary Elise refrained from asking for an apple, a senseless request after the kid had already been offered candy. “That would be fine.”

      Daniel fished the treat out of his seemingly bottomless pocket for Austin, then turned back to his other brother.

      Trey hunched back in the seat, arms tight across his chest. “I’m not hungry.”

      Uh-oh. The kid loved licorice. Mary Elise waited for Daniel’s reaction. Prayed somewhere inside this harder new Daniel there still lived the old Danny from her childhood.

      Shrugging, Daniel zipped his thigh pocket closed. “Fair enough. I have to head back up to the crew compartment. If you decide you’re hungry later on, Tag here can give you a hand.”

      Mary Elise winged a silent thanks for the easy out Daniel offered Trey. Maybe they would be okay after all.

      “Mary Elise?” Daniel called. “Got a second?”

      Big-time uh-oh. She didn’t want this talk right now, not when the old Danny still hovered in her memory.

      Better pitch those sympathetic leanings back in the crate and maintain her distance. Keep it light. Do the old friends routine.

      Old friends who happened to know every inch of each other’s body. Daniel cupped her elbow, his grip hot, firm—familiar. And it had been so long since a man had touched her. Her body absorbed the sensation. Stupid.

      Wrong.

      But pulling away would lend too much importance to a simple gesture. She kept her eyes forward and suppressed a shiver. He was a good-looking guy, no question, in a rumpled way that defied her need for order.

      Hormones, pure and simple.

      The day’s danger and stress left her vulnerable. That must be the reason she wanted to tuck against his broad chest, the only reason she yearned to savor the comfort of bay rum and chocolate.

      Her eyes landed on the little round scar beside his brow from when they’d raced their bicycles through the woods. A tree limb had sent him flying off his bike. She’d cried over the gash on his head, while he’d just grinned, wiping the blood off with the hem of his t-shirt. How could he be such a stranger and so familiar all at once?

      His boots thudded along the metal tracks lining the belly of the plane as he put space between them and the boys. Tucked in a corner, he stopped, releasing her elbow. “Do I need to call ahead for an emergency landing?”

      Mary Elise fingered the parachutes dangling from the wall for distraction. “I don’t think so. Where would we land, anyway?”

      “We can chance it in Turkey. Germany would be better.”

      “But?”

      “It’s safer if we press through straight for the States. Except of course Trey’s health has to come first.”

      Intimacy wrapped around her, different from the sensual atmosphere of a few moments ago. Rather a more comfortable aura of two parents discussing their children. Each parent-style word sliced her insides with endless tiny paper cuts.

      She forced herself to think of Trey. “I’ll keep a close watch on him, especially for the next hour, but I think the worst has passed, now that he’s away from the guard’s smoke. Once we land, you could take him by the E.R. just to be certain.”

      “I’ll have a flight surgeon waiting for us.” Daniel lifted his headset from around his neck and readjusted the fit before plugging into the mounted outlet. “Wren, patch a call through to Charleston and have Doc Bennett meet us when we land. One of the boys has asthma and I want him checked out. Make sure Kathleen knows I’m the one asking.”

      Kathleen? An irrational jealousy stirred. Of course Daniel had women in his life, professionally and personally. Not that she cared.

      Yeah, right.

      Daniel flipped the mouthpiece away. “All set. Anything else we can do?” She was finished playing out this bizarre pseudo-parenting game. She’d made her restitution to Daniel’s father. No more guilt. The boys had their brother Danny now. He could feed them junk food until they spun out on sugar if he wished.

      They weren’t her children. Even considering assuming that role poured straight alcohol on every one of her internal paper cuts.

      Mary Elise retreated deeper inside herself and away from Daniel’s too familiar smile. “We’ll be okay, except he’s usually physically drained after an attack. Please pull the blankets out of the crate for me to spread out here so he can sleep.”
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        * * *

      

      Daniel watched her face tighten into the prim lines meant to distance him but instead made him want to gather up a fistful of her hair and kiss the look away. All the same, her autocratic coolness evicted their brief moment of connection.

      For the best while he was struggling to find solid ground after being knocked on his butt over finding her in his plane. He wanted nothing more than to take an hour or ten to study this new Mary Elise in front of him. To understand her. But she wasn’t a scientific equation.

      A poised elegant woman stood in place of his freckled coltish friend. He’d be a fool not to notice her appeal. He’d be an even bigger fool to act on it.

      Those two boys needed him. Austin would likely be a snap to figure out. The imp had a gleam in his eyes Daniel recognized well. Trey, however, looked so much like their imperious old man, he could already predict the head butting.

      Time to get his mind off unforgettable red hair and gentle curves. Daniel dropped his hand from the side of the plane and allowed extra air to slide between them before he fell victim to the temptation to untangle a strand of her hair from her gold hoop earring. “There are two crew-rest bunks. We can put the boys there.”

      “Does that break some kind of regulation? What about the crew’s sleep?” She straightened both of the rings on her right hand—a ruby dinner ring on her middle finger and on her thumb, a large gold band worn only half way down.

      Too large to have been her wedding ring.

      What had she done with her band after her divorce? She’d mailed his engagement solitaire to him once he’d returned to the Academy, in spite of his insistence that she keep it.

      The diamond ring burned a hole in his sleeve pocket even now, a constant reminder to learn from past mistakes. “This whole mission breaks regs. I’m not overly concerned about a little technicality such as where they sleep. The crew can rack back here if they need to catch a nap.”

      The plane jostled on an air pocket. His hand shot up instinctively to brace her waist. Her familiar scent of honeysuckle teased his nose. His hand cupped her ribs, her gentle curves warming his skin. The heat of her now fired memories. Fired him…

      His headset crackled in his ears.

      “Crusty?” Renshaw called. “Wanna finish that update, please?”

      He jerked his hand away and flipped the mouthpiece in place. “The nanny opted not to join us and sent a substitute. We have a stowaway.”

      “Stowaway?” Bo Rokowsky piped up. “Man or woman?”

      Daniel’s hand clenched around the memory of warm silk and soft Mary Elise against his hand. “Woman.”

      “Is she hot?”

      Yes. Most definitely, yes. “Not germane to the mission, Rokowsky.”

      “’Cause if she is, I’ll take over down there and you can come up here.”

      “Not needed,” Danny snapped.

      “Touchy, touchy. Or maybe not enough touching lately in spite of all those women wanting to cook you dinner and iron your flight suits.”

      So what if he enjoyed a few casserole gifts now and again? Big deal, and nothing compared to Rokowsky’s history with women.

      Danny shrugged through a kink his neck. Enough of chit-chat. He wouldn’t discuss Mary Elise over interphone with the squadron Casanova. A man who wasn’t getting anywhere near her during this flight.

      “Keep this up, ‘Bo,’ and I’ll tell her what your call sign stands for.” The guy’s real name had long ago faded from memories as he’d gone by Bo since training days. “Meanwhile, how about working on flying the plane or something?”

      Daniel flipped the mouthpiece aside again. “We need to talk.”

      “We are talking.” Her spine pulled straighter—which exposed a tempting patch of graceful neck.

      He nodded toward his brothers. “Away from them so they can’t read your body language. I need to know more about what happened in Rubistan if I’m going to keep them safe.”

      Tension rippled through her.

      He resisted the urge to stroke her arm, cup her shoulder and pull her to him. He wanted Mary Elise to fling her arms around his neck like so many times before.

      Man, he’d missed her. Missed their easy friendship. No surprise he’d screwed it up. A slew of failed relationships since with casserole-cooking and uniform-ironing women hammered home his shortcomings in the relationship department. The latest to walk had deemed him “emotionally unavailable.”

      Whatever that meant.

      Sure, he was sorry when each relationship self-destructed. But not one of them had left a hole in his life. Except Mary Elise.

      His grip tightened as if he could somehow reinvent the past by holding tighter. She winced.

      He raised his hands, backing away. “Sorry.”

      For so many things he wouldn’t do any differently now. Emotionally unavailable worked well for him.

      “Let me get the boys settled, Danny. We can talk once they’re asleep.” At least she didn’t argue or pretend they could ignore the fact that she stood in his plane in place of the boys’ nanny from Florida.

      He didn’t know why she was here. Didn’t know why it mattered so much to him. But he did owe her. “Thanks for getting them out of there.”

      “I’d do it for anyone.”

      Yes, she would. But she hadn’t done it for anyone. She’d done it for him. And just as when she’d passed him that Ho-Ho cake twenty-two years ago, he couldn’t walk away.
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        * * *

      

      Mary Elise sagged into the seat across from the two crew bunks in the Spartan sleeping cubicle behind the cockpit. Trey tangled in the covers on the top, slack-jawed with exhaustion. On the bottom, Austin clutched his ragged sailboat quilt, sucking on a corner as if he could somehow taste home.

      How much would the little guy remember of the ordeal, the crate, the escape? Would he remember his parents?

      Franklin Baker hadn’t been the best of fathers to Daniel, but he’d been trying to compensate with Trey and Austin. Their mother may have been a dim bulb, but she’d loved her boys. They’d loved her.

      Trey and Austin had been shuffled so much in their short lives—born in the States, moving a couple of years ago, now back again. And the turmoil wasn’t over yet. A new home. A guardian they didn’t even know.

      Their brother.

      Danny.

      The mammoth aircraft seemed to shrink, the gray beams and bolts closing in on her. Such a large plane shouldn’t feel so very small, nowhere to turn without bumping into him. They must be plowing through the most turbulent stretch of airspace in the sky. One more pitch against Daniel’s rock-solid chest and she would lose her mind.

      Toying with her earring, she untangled threads of hair from the hoop. He should not have the ability to unsettle her so much. She wanted to exchange a nostalgic smile and hug while they both acknowledged their lives had moved on for the best.

      Except she hadn’t. What about him?

      A tingle started up her spine. She could feel him, standing behind her. Danny. Mary Elise glanced up and over her shoulder, already accepting she would find him.

      Not Danny, but rather the stranger, Daniel, lounged in the doorway, rumpled flight suit making her long to swipe her hands over the wrinkles.

      The muscles.

      Silently he stared back at her. No doubt churning the whole mess around in his analytical brain, searching for a way to make sense of it all. Then opting to cover his confusion with a joke.

      She didn’t want that joke. She wanted a piece of the past to replace the awkwardness. “Remember the time you painted your face and decked out in camo to see if you could break into the Savannah River Site plant?”

      The C-17 droned for what seemed like an hour, probably closer to seconds, before a slow smile dimpled Danny’s cheeks. He canted closer to be heard over the plane’s roar, the privacy curtain swaying closed behind him. “Well, Mary Elise, I was doing a public service. Anyplace constructing and testing the parts for nukes needed to have stronger security if a twelve-year-old could bust inside.”

      “No respect for danger, ever.” Her eyes fell to rest on the children, checking the steady rise and fall of their chests, any snuffling breaths masked by the rumble of engines vibrating the plane. With each exhalation she thanked God for their sturdy little bodies, so resilient.

      Five miscarriages had taught her well how fragile young life could be. Although, Danny had seemed to possess a godlike invincibility in his youth. Or perhaps that had more to do with how he’d never groused over a tagalong tired of tiptoeing so as not to disrupt her bed-bound mother. “You wouldn’t have been caught if I hadn’t snuck along.”

      “You always did worry too much.” His shoulders filled the portal and her eyes.

      Mary Elise welcomed the escape into happier times with smaller childhood worries. “You could have left me behind when the alarm went off. I wouldn’t have ratted you out.”

      “Which is why I couldn’t leave you.”

      But he had. Eventually. After her miscarriage, she’d seen the caged look in his eyes, the need to run once he was free of obligations. She hadn’t expected they would still get married—right away. She understood his need to finish school. But she had expected something more from him after all the times they’d made love following her pregnancy test. They’d moved past being friends, she’d thought.

      His need to escape her had hurt. She’d hurt him right back. She’d let her temper have its way with her as she’d sent him away.

      Life had since taught her to contain more volatile emotions. “You always did have a soft spot for causes.”

      One hint of what waited for her back in Savannah and he would grease up in camo to take on her ex in some commando raid. All the more reason to park her butt back in Rubistan. She’d quickly discovered how little help the police could be against Kent with his wealth and power. Even her parents hadn’t believed her, instead buying into Kent’s less messy explanation of postpartum depression.

      The icy press of an assassin’s gun to her temple had not been a delusion. Only quick reflexes and an escape to Rubistan had saved her life.

      Danny sank into the seat beside her. “I assume you were the one who nudged the economic attaché to call me.”

      His firm thigh molded to hers. She nodded, swallowed. “Uh-huh.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She pushed the words free from her cotton mouth.

      He stretched his leg in front of him, rubbing a too long caress against her. “How did you end up in that box in place of the nanny? Or are you their new nanny?”

      She suppressed the urge to inch away. Not that she could go anywhere without slamming the wall. “I work at the embassy school, teaching English. I’m just close to the boys since they attend the school.”

      “How did you go from being editor of a newspaper in Savannah to teaching in Rubistan?”

      “Excuse me?” she bristled. “I don’t consider it a step down, thank you very much.”

      He elbowed her gently. “Cool your jets, ’Lise. I was talking basic geography.”

      She measured her words. “I wanted a change of scenery. Your father helped.”

      “My father.” Muscles bunched visibly under the creased flight suit. He’d never allowed himself to vent or rant, always taking on everyone else’s battles and ignoring his own. Who would be there to help him through the grief over his father’s death?

      The Kathleen person he’d called for?

      Mary Elise couldn’t begrudge him that. Especially when the boys would need a woman’s influence more than ever. They also needed their brother steady. Daniel’s hero worship for his father had died in a rift they’d never bridged, which would only make the coming weeks tougher for him.

      She let herself touch him. Just his arm. Lightly. “I’m so sorry.”

      He didn’t answer for an extended moment before he stood to leave, pulling away emotionally as well as physically. As she’d known he would. He had always been more at ease with simple. Uncomplicated.

      Daniel paused in the doorway. “I’ll take you up front to patch through a call.”

      She struggled to understand his words in the wake of the liquid heat pulsing through her veins. “Patch a call?”

      “Home.”

      She frowned. “My apartment’s empty right now.”

      “I meant Savannah. I don’t have your parents’ number or I’d do it for you. Unless there’s someone else you would prefer to contact.” His eyes chilled. “Like your husband.”

      “My ex-husband.”

      “Right.” His emotionless gaze pinned her. “Do you want me to call Kent McRae?”

      Hearing her ex-husband’s name sent a tremor through her. Followed by a completely different shiver over realizing Daniel had cared enough to track her transition from Mary Elise Fitzgerald to Mary Elise McRae. From a single college journalism student to the wife of a major newspaper publisher.

      And who was she now?

      Alive. Just how she intended to stay. “I’m not planning to go home. I’ll turn right around and return to Rubistan and my job.”

      “Think again.” Familiar chocolate-brown eyes hardened into the different, darker Danny.

      What in the world had he seen and experienced during their years apart? “Excuse me?”

      “We may have escaped Rubistan without being searched. But they knew. Once you and the boys come up missing at the same time, it won’t take longer than a puff on that guard’s cigar to link you to this. If you go back, you’ll be jailed—or dead—an hour after you touch down.”

      All those thousands of emotional paper cuts flamed to life in full-blown dread. The implications of the past hours swelled into certainty. She hated the helplessness. Most of all hated that she would have to turn to Danny for answers after a year of hoping never to need anyone again. “What happens after we land in Charleston?”

      “What kind of ID do you have?”

      “I didn’t have time to grab my purse before I got in the crate,” she answered automatically, pushing the words through numb lips. “But I always keep my passport on me.”

      “Good, then you’ll be processed through the base. In the meantime, you have to stay somewhere. With your parents or me?” Daniel leaned closer, bay rum obliterating hydraulic fluid in a sensory tidal wave. “It’s your call to make, and quite frankly, I need you more right now.”
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      “You need me?” Mary Elise enunciated slowly.

      Daniel watched her brows pull together over confused green eyes. He wasn’t feeling much steadier himself.

      He braced a hand against the bulkhead and planted both boots for balance. Where had his words come from?

      There were probably a hundred different services he could call to help at a moment’s notice. He knew at least a dozen women who would enjoy nothing more than mothering the boys as a way to entice him into being “emotionally available.”

      And none of them were Mary Elise.

      He tried to tell himself his motives for keeping her close were rooted in protectiveness. That long-ago connection had kicked into overdrive in the past few minutes. Right about the time he’d mentioned calling Savannah.

      He didn’t consider himself an intuitive guy, a fact reinforced by his double-digit tally of breakups. But even he could sense something was wrong here. Her edginess should be easing with every mile they put between themselves and Rubistan.

      Should be.

      But wasn’t.

      Eleven years of distance between them didn’t matter. He owed this woman, and until her frown smoothed, he wouldn’t back off.

      He was doing this for her. And for the boys. Not because he wanted to find out if the freckles dotting her smooth creamy skin had faded with age. “I need your help with stuff like asthma meds and nut allergies. At this rate, the boys won’t make it through the week with me.”

      Mary Elise straightened in her seat. Daniel looked deeper into those lush green eyes that had once been so expressive and wondered when she’d learned to close herself off.

      “I’ll make a list.” Her cool efficiency almost covered her underlying edginess. Almost. “Starting with Austin’s EpiPen.”

      “Eppie what?”

      “Epinephrine injection pen. Medicine in case he accidentally eats something with nuts or peanut oil or—”

      “Stop.” He made a giant T with his hands. “Time out. You can compile lists all day long and it won’t change the fact that I have no experience with kids. I need help settling the boys.”

      She pleated her pants between fidgety fingers. “You haven’t made any accommodations for them?”

      “I was a little busy planning how to smuggle them out of Rubistan without getting our asses shot off.”

      “Oh.”

      “Apology accepted.”

      Her hands flattened on her trim thighs, a smile playing with her lips. “Uh, sorry?”

      He winked. “No problem.”

      A smile and a wink linked them more than all his earlier speeches. The deafening din of engines and the closed curtain offered a bubble of privacy and protection from being overheard. Not that he had thoughts of unrolling the past with her. He hadn’t been much for emotional share-fests then, either.

      Besides, he didn’t want to trek back to the past. Too many memories waited there of a time he’d been less of a man. Too much his father’s son— seducing an innocent, betraying a friendship. His father’s wedding had marked a time of rotten decisions for everyone.

      Halfway into a bottle of champagne, Daniel had found himself watching nineteen-year-old Mary Elise with new eyes. Another shared bottle and some consolation later, Daniel had found himself looking at all of Mary Elise with new eyes.

      He’d been so angry at his old man for going the whole trophy wife route. He didn’t deal well with emotions on a good day. And today marked another one of his worst days on record, but he wouldn’t screw up this time. No matter how enticing the image of draping that red hair over his chest. Mary Elise over him. Mary Elise sighing.

      “Danny?” She flung her hair over her shoulder in a crimson waterfall. “If you haven’t made arrangements for the boys, what do you propose we do once we land?”

      “I don’t have a clue.” Then or now. “And it doesn’t look as if Trey knows what to do about me any more than I know what to do about him.”

      Her brows pulled tighter, deepening her perpetual frown. “You aren’t going to give them up. Are you?”

      “No. Absolutely not. I’ll figure it out. Soon.”

      “Once you’re through worrying about our butts getting shot off.”

      “Right.” Daniel scrubbed a hand over his bristly chin. “I have leave time built up. I’ll take it now until the boys and I can work out a plan. But I sure would appreciate your help for the next few days. Since you’re an American Express card short of being able to check into a Motel 6, I’m thinking we can make a trade.”

      She gave him a disapproving look that had likely commanded boardrooms, then later classrooms. “Or you could do the gentlemanly thing and Venmo me some money. Of course, I’ll pay you back.”

      Already he could feel her slipping away. But the boys needed her. And while he might not be Captain Communication, he wasn’t walking away without finding out what had her forehead trenched deeper than a fresh-plowed field. “Sure, I could Venmo you the money.”

      “But you don’t want to.” Mary Elise willed away the rogue twinge of excitement. She wanted to say her goodbyes. Right? Danny had been a generous friend. An exciting lover.

      And a lousy boyfriend.

      Once that boyfriend line had been crossed, recapturing the friendship became impossible. She knew keeping her distance now lent more credence to her feelings all those years ago. But her heart bore too many scars to risk opening it again.

      All the same, guilt nudged her to say, “The boys do need me.”

      “Yes, ma’am, they do,” he continued with a sincerity too reminiscent of past times conning his way out of trouble. “This is about more than asthma and EpiPens. Trey and Austin are alone and scared. They don’t know me from Adam.”

      She didn’t buy into the Danny-perfected con tones for even a minute, but his logic had merit. Turning away from Austin crying in the crate hadn’t been an option. Why did she think now would be any different?

      Scar tissue also made a person tough. She would hang on to that for the next few days with Danny and the boys. “Okay, okay. I actually agreed two arguments ago. You always were persistent.”

      “And you were always too nice.”

      Watching the dimples creep into Daniel’s cheeks and past her defenses, Mary Elise decided “nice” didn’t factor anywhere into her swirl of emotions. “Nice? Careful, Danny, or I’ll change my mind.”

      “So you’ll help me for a couple of weeks?”

      “A couple of days.” Hopefully enough time to formulate a new plan.

      “Until I find another nanny.”

      Which would take at least a week. “For the boys.”

      “I never thought otherwise.”

      He ducked back into the crew compartment, leaving her alone with her thoughts and two sleeping children. The cubicle echoed without him, the repercussions of her decision crowding the confined space. Since Kent didn’t know her location, a week should be safe before she risked alerting him by withdrawing money from her account. She could use the time to decide where to go and what to do with her life.

      A week to stay with those two boys who’d first tugged her heart because of Daniel and then stolen her heart by being themselves. She wouldn’t even let herself think about being a surrogate-mother figure to them. Her dreams of family were dead, thanks to Kent.

      Mary Elise leaned forward and tucked the sailboat blanket around Austin, his puffy breaths whispering over her wrist. She started to pull away, but he grappled for her hand without waking.

      Stroking a thumb over butter-soft skin, she studied the miracle of five tiny fingers and couldn’t stem memories of all the babies she’d miscarried. She’d wanted to adopt, but Kent had insisted they keep trying for a biological child. She’d gone on the pill, anyway. For all the good it had done her. Then the surprise pregnancy had lasted longer than any of her other four first-trimester miscarriages.

      She’d finally dared to hope.

      Losing her son at twenty-four weeks had almost destroyed her. Discovering Kent had replaced her birth control pills with placebos months earlier had finished the job.

      Weariness swamped her along with the memories. She surrendered to the need for sleep and the tug of a chubby little hand. Mary Elise slid into the bottom bunk, curving herself protectively around Austin.

      No, Kent had never raised a hand to her, which somehow made his menacing plans after she left all the more chilling. Hindsight told her she should have seen the warning signs. He’d been abusing her and controlling her in other ways for years, culminating in that final violation of her body and trust.

      Now she had one week to find a new safe haven. And pray seven days of playing house with Danny and two precious boys wouldn’t slice past her scar tissue into what little soul she had left.
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        * * *

      

      One booted foot resting on the bottom crew bunk across from him, Daniel sprawled in the unrelenting seat. Well, as much as a guy could sprawl in the tight space. Another half hour and he would take over flying while Wren sacked out.

      He should be sleeping, but couldn’t. Too wired. Seeing Mary Elise now when he was still reeling from his father’s death rattled him. No question.

      Daniel studied the three sleeping figures that had thrown his life into chaos. Sure he didn’t care about ironing his uniform or eating on a schedule, but he was in charge of his world and his emotions.

      Or he had been until Mary Elise and the boys.

      In the past hour he’d made strides in regaining control. She was staying. The boys would level out. And somehow that still didn’t unkink the knot in his neck that had started right about the minute she’d turned those deep-green eyes his way for the first time in eleven years.

      No risk of seeing her eyes now. She lay sleeping on the bottom bunk, her back to him, her body curved around Austin. Her hair tangled around the child and over the edge of the bed. The little guy snoozed on with his knees tucked to his chest, his blanket gripped in a white-knuckled fist.

      Leaning, Daniel captured a lock of her hair and tested the silky texture between two fingers. He’d done the right thing asking her to stay. The boys had already lost their parents. They needed a familiar person to ease them through the transition.

      On the top bunk, Trey rolled and shifted until he settled onto his back. All three, dead to the world. Thank heaven they weren’t dead period, only exhausted from the long hours and ordeal. A few more minutes of staring at them and he would have his balance back.

      A shadow slid through the doorway. Daniel glanced up to find Tag waiting silently.

      The Senior Master Sergeant nodded toward the bunks. “I’ll watch over them if you need to catch some sleep.”

      “I’m set until we land. No worries.”

      Tag studied him silently, gaze falling to the lock of hair still twined around Daniel’s fingers.

      Daniel dropped the strand. A lone determined hair clung to the wrist of his flight suit like before. He didn’t waste energy refuting Tag’s all-knowing expression. Why bother when he actually appreciated the older man’s no-bull approach to life? The man appreciated facts and the uncomplicated.

      Years of working top-secret test projects in California and Nevada had honed Daniel’s instincts. He didn’t think of those instincts as anything of a woo-hoo nature. Rather, he made observations and processed them quickly. Efficiently. Two weeks into his transfer to Charleston AFB in South Carolina, Daniel had realized Tag was a troop to trust.

      Even with something as important as Mary Elise.

      “You know, Tag, I believe I’ll take you up on that offer in another half hour.” Daniel flicked aside the hair on his wrist. “I don’t need sleep, but I have to head back up front soon and I’d rather not wake Mary Elise. So, yeah, I would appreciate it if you kept an eye on them in case one of the boys rouses before her.”

      Tag lumbered in through the door, curtain closing behind him, and lowered himself into the other seat. “Small world, her showing up on this flight.”

      And an even smaller world on base. No doubt, gossip would make the rounds three times over by the next nightfall. Not from Tag, but Bo would have a fine ole’ time sharing the inside scoop at the club.

      “Family connection. We knew each other a long time ago.” Daniel shot him a half smile. “That ‘Danny’ of hers probably gave us away.”

      “Ah, so you’re old friends.”

      Daniel hesitated a second too long.

      Tag’s quirked brow shot up toward the older man’s salt-and-pepper hairline.

      Finally, Daniel settled for, “We have…history.”

      Tag nodded again. Waited. Studied the sleeping trio. Finally shifted his attention back to Daniel. “Is the older kid yours?”

      The notion blazed across Daniel’s mind in a flash of horror. Had she faked a miscarriage? He’d never seen Trey’s mother pregnant. He could imagine selfless Mary Elise cutting him free so he could complete his senior year at the Academy.

      Simple math severed the irrational thought. Trey was over a year too young. “No. Trey’s not mine. Ours would have been ten now.”

      Why couldn’t Tag have shown up fifteen minutes later once the world had stopped rocking under his boots? He hadn’t told anyone about that time with Mary Elise. Something about the way Tag didn’t push made it easier to talk during a day when the past crowded his brain.

      Daniel hooked a hand on his knee, boot propped beside the trailing hair, and lost himself in the hypnotic sway of red. “She miscarried early, before we had a chance to get married. I would have married her though. No way would I have let her down.”

      But he had, in so many other ways, both of them far too young. He’d been flattened by how much a few short weeks of making love to her had shaken him. So he’d run the minute she’d given him the green light.

      “And here you two are again.”

      “Not for long. She’ll settle back in Savannah and I’ll be in Charleston.”

      “All of two and a half hours apart,” Tag’s dry tones mixed with the rumble of four engines. “Might as well be on different planets.”

      Daniel snorted. “I think I enjoyed you more when you stayed quiet.”

      “My wife likely disagrees,” he answered, his dry wit more parched than normal. Not that the guy looked open to making the current sharing-fest a two-way deal. Tag canted forward, elbows on his knees. “While I’m on a roll, here’s some hard-earned wisdom you can take or leave. So you had a thing going once? But you were too young to hang on to it. Makes sense. That Mars and Venus stuff is hard for an old guy like me to figure out. It can be all but impossible when you’re younger.”

      Daniel shook his head, half believing, yet knowing he couldn’t let himself off the hook that easily. “Where were you eleven years ago when I wanted to hear something like this?”

      “Making my own mistakes,” Tag answered with fatherly wisdom, even though his forty-one years made any true parental connection impossible.

      “Mary Elise and I are history.”

      Tag stayed silent.

      Daniel sighed. Did parents go to a school to develop that knowing look?

      He followed Tag’s gaze. Straight down to Daniel’s hand that had somehow found its way back into Mary Elise’s hair.

      He untwisted his finger from the strands, not a speedy proposition. The hair unwrapped and unwrapped in a long unraveling stretch.

      “History,” Daniel repeated as if he could will it so.

      “Sure. You can take that route. Let go, quick and easy like. Or you can use the second chance to get your head on straight about this woman. Your choice. Don’t screw it up—” he grinned, standing “—sir. I’ll be back in a half hour.”

      Tag swept aside the curtain and ducked out of the small quarters, his hard-earned wisdom lingering long after the curtain stopped rippling.

      Daniel watched the pendulum swish of Mary Elise’s hair and thought of that wary flash in her eyes at the mention of her ex. More cause to be careful around her, and it wasn’t as if the woman wanted a commitment from him anymore.

      He did “no commitment” well.

      Tag’s talk of second chances had merit. Now was Daniel’s chance to right the past. He may have taken the easy route and let her send him packing eleven years ago. But he wasn’t running away from her now.

      With a cool determination that had carried him through countless secret test missions, Daniel fixed his mind on a dual goal. Nothing would happen to his brothers on his watch. And no one, most especially himself, would ever hurt Mary Elise again.
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        * * *

      

      Kent McRae gripped his steering wheel until it hurt. From the comfort of his Mercedes, he watched the C-17 circle above the thick band of evergreens. Night sounds and darkness wrapped around him while he waited, tucked just outside the main gate of Charleston Air Force Base.

      The drive up from Savannah after the call from the economic attaché in Rubistan had given him time to think, to strategize. He didn’t like it when plans went off-kilter.

      And Mary Elise had skewed his life once too often.

      He forced his hold on the steering wheel to relax. No losing control. Stay steady and focused. If only she’d been inside that rigged car with Ambassador Baker as he’d been led to expect. That she’d survived, then turned to another man to help with the boys, stirred a cold wrath.

      One explosion and his life could have been back on track, the past cleared away so he could start his future with a new wife. However, the week’s events would only prove a minor setback for a persistent man.

      Kent raised binoculars for a better view of the circling plane. Persistence paid off, after all. If only Mary Elise could have believed him about that. But her defective body housed a defective mind. She simply didn’t comprehend, no matter how often he’d told her to keep trying and eventually they would have their perfect family.

      He’d loved her. So much. And she’d left him. He’d thought he could win her back. Finally accepted otherwise. And if he couldn’t have her, at least he would have a clean slate to begin a new life with a more malleable woman.

      And Baker? Every crime needed a fall guy. The appearance of a murder/suicide between old lovers should satisfy authorities.

      The oversize cargo plane straightened out of the turn, lining up with the runway, lower, closer, roaring overhead. Kent watched and waited. Patient.

      Persistent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Her patience had worn thin.

      Mary Elise wanted to call this day over. Now. The cargo plane had finally landed in Charleston, and they were seconds away from exiting the metal cavern that had grown more claustrophobic with each minute closer to the States.

      Hitching the sleeping Austin higher on her hip, Mary Elise followed the loadmaster’s lead through the belly of the plane toward the hatch. The remaining hours of the flight had dragged, drawn tight by anxiety over what awaited her once she exited the front gate. What would she do with her life and how would she deal with the possibility that Kent might find her?

      Moreover, how would she handle a week alone with Daniel?

      She tried to shake off the jangle of emotions. The fear of the unknown had to be worse than reality. Surely once she had a good night’s sleep she could restore her boundaries and do away with the awful vulnerability pricking her insides.

      The seal popped and swooshed as the hatch swung open. Her brief nap in the airplane barely made a dent in her weariness. Not that landing put her much closer to crawling into bed and sleeping away the exhaustion and frustration of the past hours. Trey still needed to check in with a doctor about his asthma.

      The doctor. Kathleen. The woman who would drop everything just for Danny. Of course if he had someone else in his life, that would free her.

      Yeah right, like she’d ever been free of this guy’s ghost. Surely it had more to do with him being her first lover that earned him a special spot in her memories.

      Daniel stepped into sight from the stairwell leading up to the cockpit. She eyed the stretch of his shoulders as she made her way toward the exit hatch. What about her spot in his memories? How much importance did she want there?

      Daniel pivoted to her. “Let me take the little slugger.”

      Austin clung tighter in his sleep, his grip firm around her neck and growing dangerously tight around her heart. “I can carry him.”

      “The steps are steep. A tumble will land you both hard.” He leaned to whisper against her ear, his warm breath scented with chocolate and the promise of passion. “Temporary truce. Everything doesn’t have to be a battle between us.”

      Score one for Daniel. She passed over the sleeping child and forced herself not to smooth the boy’s tousled curls. Or the stray lock brushing Daniel’s brow.

      Steadying her hand on the metal rail, she descended the steps and inhaled the familiar Southern aromas in front of her mingling with Daniel’s bay rum behind her. The early afternoon sun crested over the band of pine trees and live oaks bordering the stretch of cement. Nostalgia nicked her, the low country of South Carolina so like her Savannah home. A hungry longing filled her to inhale greedy gulps of both the place and the man.

      Rubistan’s isolation from temptation had merit.

      She steeled herself to move forward. The hum of engines from a distant bus, truck and ambulance mingled with the symphony of crickets and June bugs. Autumn in South Carolina resembled the summer heat in many Northern climes. Her silk shirt clung to her back by the time she cleared the last step.

      A byproduct of the temperature, not the lure of home. Or so she told herself. She had to stop the past from dinging her control.

      Guiding a groggy Trey to the side, she waited for Daniel and the others to clear the craft. She flipped a mental switch within herself, shifting from a too-vulnerable woman to analytical reporter mode. She would observe the world around her without getting involved.

      One of the copilots, the young guy with a devilish twinkle in his eyes, strutted across the cement, guitar case slung over his back. “Need any help there, sir? I’ve got extra seats in my car.”

      He tossed a wink her way, his flirting complimentary without a threatening edge. She allowed herself a smile. Detached, but participating, interacting in normal human exchanges. Something she hadn’t done in so long.

      Daniel stepped closer. “No, thanks, Bo. My truck has an extended cab and Darcy got Spike to buy and drop off the right car seats or booster seats or whatever. We’ll be fine.”

      “Okay, then. Take it easy, sir.” Bo backed away, morning sun glinting off the copilot’s jet-black hair and perfect features, increasing his fallen-angel air.

      Actually more like an impish fallen cherub since the guy was probably all of twenty-five, making Daniel’s hundred-percent adult male hard lines vibrate tension through the air.

      Jaw set, Danny cupped her elbow as he guided her toward the waiting crew bus. “Did you want to ride with him?”

      “Of course I didn’t.” The answer fell free before she could think to say something that would put more distance between them. Instead she just stared back as the thrill tripped through her, all the while blaming the yearning on a weakness born of exhaustion.

      Running footsteps jarred her back to the present. The copilot, Darcy Renshaw, sprinted by toward the waiting military truck. The passenger door opened and a man stepped out, a civilian if his unconventional clothes and messy hair spiking all over everywhere were anything to go by. His seafoam-colored windbreaker clashed with flowered swim trunks. Darcy dropped her flight bag and flung her arms around his neck seconds before he kissed her. Really kissed her, like a man who couldn’t get enough of that one woman.

      Analytical observations went up in flames as embers of long-dead dreams sparked. What would it be like to inspire that kind of passion? She and Daniel had been on fire for each other during those uninhibited weeks of lovemaking. But sometimes she wondered if years apart might have painted her memories a deeper shade of red as her discontent in her marriage grew.

      Daniel cleared his throat. “That’s the guy who brought booster seats for the boys.”

      Mary Elise glanced up. “They’re married?”

      “Nah, still in the newly engaged stage.”

      A rush of heat swelled through her. Yeah, she and Daniel had fallen well into that can’t-get-enough engaged state. “Oh. Uh, they seem well suited.”

      He patted Austin’s head to soothe the yawning child back to sleep and charged forward, the path past the necking couple the only route toward the waiting ambulance. “They met last summer on a joint mission to Guam.”

      “He’s Air Force?” She eyed the man’s nonregulation hair with curiosity, hair currently getting a finger comb from an amorous lady copilot who wasn’t overly concerned about public displays of affection.

      “He’s a civilian employee with the OSI—Office of Special Investigations. Kind of like the Air Force’s own CIA.” Daniel cleared his throat and urged her forward, not even breaking stride as they drew alongside the embracing couple. “Thanks for your help, Spike. I owe ya’ one.” Without slowing the kiss, the man pulled his hand off Darcy Renshaw’s waist and held his palm up for a high-five.

      As they strode past, realization crept over Mary Elise. Wren’s fiancé who looked more like a beach bum than an OSI Special Agent had played a role in the boys’ escape as well.

      Had known exactly how much danger his fiancée flew into.

      Mary Elise couldn’t resist glancing over her shoulder. The air crackled. Desire derived from a day filled with life and death stakes licked the air, scorching her even from a distance.

      She turned her back on the image and thoughts of partnerships it inspired. “Spike? A nickname because of his hair, I assume.”

      “Yeah. Normally OSI guys don’t get their own call sign, but we made Spike an honorary member of the squadron once he and Renshaw hooked up.”

      The air whirled with the dynamics of so many relationships, platonic as well as passionate. Her mind and body went into sensory overload after years of deprivation.

      Kent had severed ties from people except in the working environment, later taking even that from her, insisting work-related stress caused the miscarriages. The past months in Rubistan she’d soaked up the teaching time with children like a healing balm after enforced distance from little ones. Even so, those relationships were superficial. She hadn’t been a real part of any community for years.

      And then it hit her what bothered her so much about this homecoming, why she wanted distance as a buffer from pain.

      Daniel had moved on, made a life for himself with new friends, new direction, ever changing and growing. But she’d allowed herself to stagnate, frozen in time. How telling that when she’d needed help running from Kent’s threat, she’d turned to someone from her past. Daniel’s father. Sure, she’d escaped the immediate danger, but she still hadn’t been able to lower the walls that sealed her from experiencing emotions. She’d focused on survival for so long, she wasn’t sure she really knew how to live anymore.

      Entering a world full of feelings, like love—anything—again was a scary proposition. And not one she intended to attempt with Daniel anywhere near her.

      The man of the hour beside her paused, a new tension radiating from him in waves. She didn’t have to look to know. An instinctive understanding of him that had gone dormant over the years roared to life.

      Mary Elise searched the windswept stretch of cement for the source of Danny’s tension. She didn’t have to look far. From behind the driver’s side of the truck, a man in a flight suit slid out with cougarlike stealthiness.

      She didn’t know much about military rank gracing the shoulders of flight suits, but even she recognized this man’s air of authority. The adversarial vibes between them snapped along the air.

      A shiver ripped through her. This sort of antagonistic relationship she had experienced and understood well. While she’d learned to make fast tracks in the other direction for self-preservation, she couldn’t squelch a driving desire to fling herself between Daniel and the man stalking toward them.
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        * * *

      

      Watching the new Squadron Commander stride forward, Daniel passed Austin to Mary Elise and braced his shoulders. Not that he intended to let things fly now in front of the kids.

      “Hello, sir.” He saluted the higher-ranking officer.

      The last word bit on its way up and out, but he knew protocol. It was just tougher to swallow with some than others.

      He missed the boundary-pushing days of flying cutting-edge test missions at Edwards AFB. But he had to exist in a day-to-day flying job to fill time as well as maintain cover between the higher ordered, dark ops missions that periodically came his way. Like the one he’d just completed when the call came through to retrieve his brothers.

      Yeah, he missed the freedom of his old job. But even the beginning of his transfer to Charleston AFB as Chief of Training Flight hadn’t been too bad. Until the new boss took over. Lt. Col. Lucas Quade was nothing like their old commander, Zach Dawson.

      The past summer had marked the end of Dawson’s reign as Squadron Commander. While he’d opted to stay on at the base for another year for family reasons, Dawson had shifted to Assistant Deputy of Operations for the Wing. Quade had transferred in from the Pentagon to take his place.

      Not a smooth transition in the least for the C-17 squadron. Quade lent a darker shading to the squadron motto, Anything, Anywhere, Anytime. This guy was everywhere, all the time, breathing down their necks. His ever-present scowl could melt the paint off an airplane.

      Daniel stepped in front of Mary Elise and the boys, between them and the anger pulsing quietly from the commander. “I didn’t expect to see you back from your TDY to England for two more days, sir.”

      At least he’d hoped not when he’d pushed this mission through in the commander’s absence.

      “No doubt,” Quade answered, his low growl riding wind that didn’t dare disturb his close-cropped dark hair. “Lucky I was able to cut it short and meet you on the flight line.”

      Daniel shot a pointed look toward the bedraggled children then back to his commander. “I’ll be in your office first thing tomorrow morning after I settle them in.”

      “Yes, you will, Captain.” Quade nodded to Mary Elise. “Welcome back to the States, ma’am.” Spinning on his heel, he slid away as silently as he’d approached.

      Mary Elise drew up shoulder to shoulder. Austin stirred, yawning, stuffing a fist against his eye.

      Daniel cursed under his breath.

      Mary Elise cocked her head to the side. “Problem?”

      There’d been a time when he’d shared everything with Mary Elise. Her insights had kept his wings level on more than one occasion. But opening that door to the past would invite a host of other issues better left alone when he needed objectivity to figure out what was chugging through that brain of hers. “Normal red tape. No big deal.”

      He should be covered, thanks to Spike’s CIA connections. Daniel shrugged off what couldn’t be dealt with until the next day. He’d take the fall in a heartbeat if Quade started gunning for anyone else on the crew.

      Daniel tapped Trey on the shoulder and pointed to the ambulance. “You ready to get checked out so we can head home?”

      Trey jammed his hands in his pockets and shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Just wanna go to bed.”

      More concerns. Where would he put everyone in his condo? A small condo with only one bed—a big bed that he could too well envision sharing with Mary Elise.

      “Crap,” he mumbled under his breath. A headache started behind his right eye, like a tiny hammer rapping with irritating persistence. “Not much longer and we’ll hit the road. You’ll be in b— Uh, you’ll be tucked in before you can say Hershey’s chocolate.”

      Austin pulled his thumb out of his mouth. “Crap.”

      Daniel screeched to a halt. “What?”

      Trey smirked. “I think he heard you say it.”

      “Thanks. I figured that.”

      Mary Elise tapped Austin’s mouth. “What’s wrong, hon?”

      “Got no jammies. Want my sailboat jammies. Crap.” His thumb popped back in his mouth.

      Daniel flinched over the curse, but couldn’t bring himself to reprimand his brother. Poor kid had lost his parents and everything familiar in the span of a couple of weeks. “You can both wear my T-shirts. I have one with an airplane on it, just for you, pal.”

      “Mary ’Lise got no jammies, neither.”

      An image he did not need, thank you very much. “She can borrow a T-shirt, too.”

      Another image no less tormenting than the last splayed across his mind in a tangle of long red hair and even longer legs. In his bed.

      “And a toof brush and shampoo?”

      Daniel blinked back to the present and Austin’s latest question. “We’ll buy some.”

      “For Mary ’Lise, too?”

      Already he could see, smell her shampoo in his shower. The little hammer picked up speed and force in his head, pounding in time with each thud of his boots across cement. “You bet.”

      “And toof paste? Bubble-gum kind.”

      “Yes,” he promised, rushing to add before the three-year-old question machine could preempt him, “for Mary Elise, too.”

      Blessed silence echoed for four strides across the tarmac before Austin’s thumb popped back out of his mouth again. “Need my pull-ups.”

      He turned to Mary Elise for interpretation. “Pull-ups?”

      Trey snorted. “Diapers. For babies.”

      “Am not a baby!”

      “Are so.” Trey sniffed. “And no way am I sharing a bed with anybody who still wears a diaper to sleep. Yuck!”

      The pounding behind Daniel’s eye morphed into a jack-hammer. Mary Elise guided Trey alongside while explaining to Danny, “They’re like underwear.”

      Daniel willed Austin silent. “We’ll make a quick stop by the base shoppette for necessities and buy the rest tomorrow. No worries, boys.”

      End of bedtime ritual discussions. Life back in control, Daniel forged ahead into the late-morning sun.

      Yeah, order. Control. Gained from a logical act of the will.

      He led them toward the military ambulance, his old Air Force Academy pal Doc Kathleen Bennett waiting as promised. His freshman year at the Academy, he and his classmate Tanner Bennett had both followed her around like lost puppies. Bennett had ultimately won. For the best, since those two were meant to be together, and he hadn’t harbored any feelings deeper than a teenage case of the hots.

      The flight surgeon braced her boot on the bumper, tucking a stray strand of wind-whipped red hair behind her ear. Daniel paused in his tracks. How strange he hadn’t realized something until just that moment. Every woman he’d ever dated or been attracted to had red hair.

      Control spiraled into a nosedive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mary Elise gathered her red hair in one hand and flung the rope over her shoulder. Amid a string of stilted houses, Daniel’s condo complex loomed ahead through the windshield of his truck. Their visit with the doc had been followed by a quick-mart trip and a refueling stop at McDonald’s, which stretched her never-ending day into late afternoon. Finally she could sleep.

      In Daniel’s home.

      She eyed the singles-type setup, a sleek soft-gray cement three-story complex complete with a pool, hot tub, tennis courts, set on marshy beachfront property that guaranteed they couldn’t let Austin out of their sight for even a second.

      At least Trey was healthy according to the flight surgeon, apparently an old classmate of Daniel’s, a married classmate with a baby. Mary Elise stifled the rogue twinge of relief. No, she didn’t need to confuse herself by combating strange twinges of jealousy over women like Kathleen Bennett or the copilot, Darcy Renshaw. Instead, she faced something far more unsettling. More proof of how Daniel had made a new life with new friends —friendship far more important than fleeting flings.

      While she guided a bleary-eyed Trey toward the door, Daniel unbuckled the sleeping Austin and grabbed the shopping bag of pull-ups, silent. As he’d been for hours. Not that she intended to risk chitchat before a long sleep.

      An hour later she stood at the sliding balcony doors in Daniel’s bedroom, Austin snoozing in the queen-size bed behind her. She pressed a palm to the screen separating her from the glistening breakers crashing against the shoreline. Egrets bobbed on spindly legs, long beaks pecking the sand while gulls dipped and soared to find a late-afternoon snack.

      A prickle of awareness tingled up her spine as she felt him, Daniel, enter the room, and she didn’t even have the energy to deny she felt him. He cruised to a stop just behind her, his heat warming her back in contrast with the gentle sea breeze caressing her front.

      She glanced over her shoulder, the sleek silver and gray decor of his bedroom somehow matching the man’s precise mathematical mentality. “Trey’s asleep?”

      Daniel definitely resembled the part of an overwhelmed father, hair askew, weariness stamping his handsome face. “Yeah, hopefully the dinner kept them up long enough to nudge them toward sacking out through the night. Trey didn’t even balk at the prospect of a sleeping bag on the computer room floor once I mentioned the alternative was bunking with Austin in pull-ups.”

      Mary Elise offered him the obligatory chuckle he obviously expected and shifted her gaze to the artwork gracing his walls rather than the laugh lines crinkling the corners of Danny’s eyes. The framed Escher-style print of a winding staircase seemingly leading nowhere pretty much summed up her life.

      He leaned a broad shoulder against the molding framing the sliding doors. “You sure you don’t mind sharing a bed with the little guy tonight?”

      “Not at all. I’m too tired to notice he’s there.”

      Daniel eyed his bed, rumpled gray spread rising with each baby breath from Austin. “That pull-up thing is leak proof, right?”

      “Says so on the package.” A smile tugged at her lips as she thought of Daniel’s boggled expression when they’d bought the sleeper-diapers, a purchase so conspicuously different from that of the airman behind them intent on buying a bottle of wine, a plastic-wrapped rose, and a box of condoms.

      Mary Elise banished that memory. Pronto.

      Daniel speared a hand through his tousled hair until it stood even more on end, much like his buddy Spike’s. “I’ll find bunk beds over at the base tomorrow. The BX furniture outlet has a decent enough selection.”

      “Uh, the boys might want to go with you and choose for themselves.”

      “Right. Of course.” He shot her a wry smile. “Not used to accounting to other people.”

      He shoved away from the wall and crossed to the bed. Hands so comfortable flying an airplane fumbled a bit in fitting the bulky comforter around tiny shoulders, not that it stalled him in the task. He persevered until the shiny gray bedspread tucked as snuggly around Austin as any cotton sailboat blankie.

      Her heart hitched.

      Tension rippled up Daniel’s back beneath the stretched green fabric. He reached toward Austin. Swiped a tear off the cherub cheek.

      Tears stung her own eyes. “He wants his mother.”

      A long swallow moved Daniel’s throat before he dropped to the foot of the bed. Broad shoulders sagged for the first time in a day that would have leveled most men hours ago. “What am I going to do with two kids, Mary Elise?”

      His hoarse question filled the room. She crossed her arms over her chest to keep from gathering both Austin and Danny close. It would be difficult enough for her not to play mama to this motherless child. She couldn’t afford to play anything more than friends with Danny. “You’ll make adjustments.”

      “How? My schedule’s a beast. I’m gone for weeks at a time. This place is too small.” He flicked a hand toward the glass doors revealing the stretch of sandy beach. “Even that’s a hazard with Austin around.”

      His quiet anguish echoed, transporting her back to the time he’d asked her how his father could be so cliché as to opt for a trophy wife in his midlife crisis. Why couldn’t the guy have just bought sports car?

      Daniel rested his elbows on his knees while studying the mud-brown carpet as if it bore answers not likely held in the stack of books by his bed. “What kind of screwed-up world is this where those boys don’t have anyone but me and a terrorist uncle ready to recruit them?”

      Austin shuffled under the covers.

      Taking a moment to gather her thoughts, she closed the glass door and drew the steel blinds, trying to avoid other memories. Of knowing Daniel was trapped by circumstance now as he’d been years ago with her pregnancy.

      But even at twenty-one, he’d been a man of honor, putting others first. She’d known he would come through for their baby. She just hadn’t expected the surprise need for him to come through for her, too.

      A tiny voice taunted from the far corners of her brain that she’d misjudged Kent. Horribly so. She’d been looking for something different in those days.

      Her medical problems had increased, the endometriosis progressing to the point she’d realized bearing children would be doubtful. Her first miscarriage years ago hadn’t been some fluke, and with the build-up of internal scar tissue over the years, even conception became difficult. She’d met Kent at a time when she’d expected to focus on her newspaper career since life had shifted her plans.

      Kent had changed the rules.

      Now, she refused to let her ex-husband take anything else from her, and that included what good memories she had of Daniel. Despite the traumatic last hours, she welcomed the distraction of thinking about someone else’s problems, tackling concerns that didn’t involve a stalker ex-husband.

      Moving deeper into the room, she let her hands glide over Daniel’s dresser, tap a change cup, an abacus. “The world isn’t fair, Danny, and it’s wasted energy expecting it to be. We make the best of what we have.”

      Mary Elise shuffled the abacus beads back and forth and back again. Whimsical memories slipped past her guard. “God knows, you always were one who could build a rocket out of a junior chemistry lab and a piece of your mother’s Corning Ware.”

      A rusty chuckle slipped free. “I blew a hole in the yard big enough for a pig roast. Man, was my father mad.”

      Too easily she could see Danny standing in the middle of his parents’ landscaped lawn taking a reaming from his father. The son not recognizing his father’s fear for his safety. The father not recognizing his son’s need for freedom and acceptance.

      “But you built a rocket, Danny, when most kids were still struggling to put together store-bought model planes or cars.” Forget keeping her distance. She knelt at his feet so she could see his eyes. “You can do this. You’ll move to a bigger place. A live-in nanny is probably their best choice, someone they can bond with. They have money, which gives you options.”

      “The old man’s money.” He grimaced.

      She rested a hand on his knee. He ducked away from her touch. From her offer of comfort.

      He strode toward the door. “There are extra towels under the sink. Sweats on the closet shelf, T-shirts in the top dresser drawer.”

      She trailed him, the two of them meeting in the suddenly too small portal, a pendulum in the hall ticking away the seconds. She should have expected him to duck past. The old Danny had dodged offers of comfort over his parents’ split, seeking escape in her body rather than in her arms.

      His eyes narrowed, his pupils widening. Uh-oh.

      She stared into his brown eyes so deep and dark. He’d lost his father in a far more tragic way now than during the rift at his father’s wedding. Would Daniel reach for her again? She wanted his kiss as much as—no, more than— before since she knew the promise of what they could experience together.

      Except, she would have to stop as she should have done years ago. Because Danny with his restless feet didn’t do forever well. Difficult enough to overcome even before she’d lost her ability to trust in forever.

      In a move so quick she didn’t see him shift, he pulled her to him. But not for a kiss.

      Daniel gathered her against his chest, held her close and a little too tight. She wouldn’t allow herself the indulgence of bringing her arms up. She simply absorbed the familiar feel and scent of him, absorbed the differences she’d observed earlier, the harder edges of a man instead of a boy.

      Why was he doing this to her? To them?

      He pressed a brusque kiss to the top of her head, then softly spoke heated words into her hair. “Crawling into that box was the stupidest thing you could have done. You could have died today.”

      He held her tighter for one final, eternal moment that ticked by with countless clicks from the pendulum. Then he thrust her away, the door snicking closed behind him.

      She stood frozen, an odd contradiction since every nerve within her had flamed to life.

      Stupidest thing? Not by a long shot. Crawling out of that box and agreeing to stay with Danny beat her other decision by a mile.
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        * * *

      

      Pulling Mary Elise into his arms had to be the stupidest thing he’d done since his rocket blasted a hole in the yard and through the neighbor’s stained-glass window twenty years ago.

      Daniel thudded down the carpeted hall into his living room and dropped to the edge of the leather sofa. One foot at a time, he unlaced his boots and thunked them on the floor. Sleeping would be tough enough with Mary Elise a couple of doors down. Now it would be impossible with the feel of her body imprinted anew in his brain and a persistent auburn hair twined round his wrist.

      So what if he preferred redheads? He had a “type.” Big deal. Most guys had a type or a preferred female attribute that attracted them. Made perfect sense and had absolutely nothing to do with Mary Elise.

      Slumping back on the sofa, he scooped up a Rubik’s Cube from the end table and clicked through rotations while sorting through his life. He normally liked puzzles and the order they restored to his world. He might wear wrinkled flight suits and inside-out T-shirts, but he had reasons. He appreciated order and logic.

      Yeah, he had a type—spunky redheads. Except Mary Elise’s spunk had been tempered to a quieter, steely will. What had happened to the scrawny girl who followed him into a nuclear plant, jotting notes for a school newspaper exposé?

      And what had she been holding back from telling him during the flight? His hands whipped across the cube, lining up a new row of blues before shuffling yellows. Her voice may have quieted over the years, but the passion in her expression when she’d looked at him hadn’t diminished. He’d stood in his bedroom doorway staring into her eyes, green eyes alive with confusion and pain and yes, even a desire so strong an emotional half-wit like him could read it.

      Then and now he could only think what it would have been like if the day’s outcome had been different. Too easily things could have gone sideways. Tag’s call on the headset to alert him of a problem could have been worse. Finding Mary Elise in that crate had shocked a year off his life.

      Finding her dead in that crate would have killed him. He’d forced that image out of his mind all day. During those few quiet moments in the doorway, the scenario had blindsided him like a bogey flying in from a six-o’clock position. This incredible titian-haired crusader who snuck junk food to a kid with a health food fanatic mom and crawled into crates with frightened little boys at the risk of her own life could have died before he had the chance to hold her again.

      So he’d pulled her close in honor of those good memories they’d shared. And his logical brain taunted him with an irrefutable fact. He had to hold her again.

      The next morning Daniel measured coffee grounds while listening to three weeks’ worth of messages on his voicemail. He’d barely had time to fling his duffel bag on the bed after a covert TDY dropping CIA officers deep into Cantou before the call from the Rubistanian attaché had rung through.

      Cell phone tucked under his chin, Daniel returned the bag of coffee to the steel cabinet in his galley kitchen and tucked the paper filter into the coffeemaker. He figured he would have at least another hour to get his head together before Mary Elise and the boys rolled out of bed. He never needed much sleep at a pop himself, and the bunking conditions hadn’t been the best. A fact that had more to do with a raging arousal harder than the sofa.

      And a host of memories even more unrelenting. So persistent even his morning ritual of a five-mile run on the beach followed by a workout in the clubhouse gym hadn’t helped. By the time he hit the cold shower and changed into a clean flight suit, he accepted the fact that Mary Elise had lodged herself in his brain again.

      Daniel jammed the glass pot under the water purifier while listening through the seventy-five accumulated messages.

      Two hang-ups.

      The dry cleaners calling for him to pick up his service dress uniform. As much as he might wish otherwise, he couldn’t get away with wearing everything wrinkled and unstarched.

      Next message, an automated telemarketer.

      Punching Delete, he shut the water off with his elbow, juggling the coffeepot before finally opting for speakerphone.

      “Hey, Dan?” Feminine Southern tones crooned through the speaker, filling the sparse kitchen. “Hannah from upstairs in 18-B. If you get this message, give me a call and let me know when you’ll be back. I can ask the superintendent to let me in so you’ll have milk and stuff waiting when you get home.”

      Great. That “and stuff” would no doubt be unfit for kids’ eyes, like the time he’d returned to find Hannah waiting with a shrimp casserole and a ribbed tank top that encased gravity-defying double-D’s. And Hannah was smart as well as hot—a biochemist researcher at the medical university, for crying out loud—what more could a man want? Yet still he wasn’t interested in the brainy blonde.

      Blonde? Not redhead.

      Two more hang-ups cycled through.

      He flipped the coffeemaker on as the next message picked up. “Daniel? Elaine. Uh, just wanted to let you know I’ll be in Charleston on business next week and, uh, thought maybe we could, well, have dinner or something. I’ll cook. Well, call me.”

      An image of auburn-haired Elaine taunted him. Daniel glanced heavenward and barked, “Okay, okay, Big Guy. You’ve made your point.”

      He’d actually had a semiserious relationship with Elaine, a chef at a five-star joint. He’d even donned a tie for her once, not that he hesitated in breaking things off six months ago when he’d transferred to South Carolina. He’d cited the long-distance-relationship reason, already realizing they wouldn’t work out. She’d offered to pack up her chef’s knives and follow him.

      He felt bad.

      But not bad enough to mislead her by letting her food processor back into his life. Like his life wasn’t screwed up enough right now anyway. And then he still had to puzzle through whatever had Mary Elise so on edge. Daniel reached on top of the refrigerator for a box of Pop-Tarts.

      “Is she a good cook?” Trey’s voice drifted from behind him.

      Pivoting, Daniel ripped open the pastry box. “Run that by me again?”

      His brother stood in the archway, knobby knees showing just below the hem of a Thunderbirds air show T-shirt. Not a hint of bed-head in sight in his dark hair, the kid carried a puffed-chest air and haughty look that would have done their old man proud.

      “Is that Elaine lady on your voicemail really a good cook?”

      “Yeah, she’s a great cook - if you’re into stir-fried sprouts and snails.” Daniel pulled out a pack of Pop-Tarts and tossed aside the box.

      “Actually, I like escargot. Calamari too.”

      Figures. “Charleston has awesome seafood restaurants. Shrimp trawlers bring stuff in fresh every day.”

      Trey sniffed. “I’ve eaten in restaurants around the world. My mom taught us to like anything since we traveled so much. She also said that healthy stuff would help us grow.”

      The boy’s condescending glance ran the length of Daniel as if that inch missing from making him six feet tall might have been added with more squid and fewer Moon Pies.

      Daniel laughed. The kid was snotty, but gutsy. Gutsy, he could work with. Trey would need that grit to carry him through the transition.

      “No worries, kid.” He passed the pack of Pop-Tarts to his brother. “We’ll find someone to cook for you between restaurant visits. Even I know a growing boy can’t live on Twinkies and Mountain Dew.”

      Trey offered another of his snooty sniffs and shuffled to the refrigerator while days of messages clicked through in the background. Daniel didn’t bother shutting off the speakerphone since nothing classified would come through his cell phone. And aside from Hannah’s message, he didn’t expect anything R-rated over his voicemail this time.

      Reaching over his brother’s head, Daniel pulled a can of orange juice from way back on the top rack, an un-consumed leftover from one of his flight lunches. “Here, kid, vitamin C.”

      “My dad left us lots of money, you know, for shopping and stuff.”

      Daniel mentally counted to ten. “Thanks, but I can afford a few groceries.”

      His brothers could keep their trust fund. He didn’t want a penny of his father’s money, and he’d told his old man the same when he’d walked out the door to attend the Air Force Academy. Now he could support the boys fine on his own until they turned twenty-one.

      If Trey didn’t off him first.

      Daniel unhooked a coffee mug from under the cabinet. “You feeling okay today?”

      There. That sounded vaguely parental. He paused the coffeemaker long enough to pour himself some much-needed java.

      “I’m not a baby who can’t tell you if I’m sick.” Trey nibbled the edge of a Pop-Tart with a skeptical scowl.

      “Okay. Okay.” He’d let the doc handle that one. While Kathleen had given Trey the all’s-fine yesterday, she still wanted both of the boys checked out by a pediatrician. After he shopped for bunk beds. And clothes. And food. Healthy food.

      He ground his teeth in frustration.

      When was he supposed to go to work? Thank heaven Mary Elise was with them for a while.

      Trey scuffed his toe against the tile floor. “Mary Elise doesn’t want to stay here with us.”

      Had the kid taken up mind reading? Maybe Trey could figure the woman out. “No sh— Uh, no kidding.”

      Another thing to change about his life. His language. Just what he needed, Austin swaggering into preschool cursing like a crewdog.

      Preschools? What did he know about kiddie day cares?

      He tapped the next unheard voicemail.

      “Hello, Daniel.” The deep bass rumbled from the speakerphone. His father’s voice.

      Shock sucker punched Daniel. His lungs constricted, tight. For a surreal moment he wondered if the past days had been a sick game. His father would come pick up Trey and Austin. Life would go back to normal.

      Except for Mary Elise.

      Trey’s gasp slammed him back to the present. Daniel’s gaze locked with his brother’s saucer-wide eyes staring back from a pale face as they listened to the voice of the one man who joined them.

      And it wasn’t a dream or game. The message was more than two weeks old. Daniel listened to the words, the voice, couldn’t make himself shut down this last link to a father he hadn’t been connected to in years.

      “Son, call back as soon as you receive this message. We need to talk about…” He cleared his throat.

      Mary Elise? She had said his father arranged the job for her. How long had she been there? Maybe she’d only just arrived.

      But why would his dad play Cupid when father-son chitchats were pretty much nothing more than a biannual affair? At best.

      Daniel shook free the questions and, for his young brother’s sake, reached to lower the volume. Trey sidled closer to the machine, his eyes glinting with a willfulness Daniel recognized well from the mirror.

      Their father’s voice continued to swell into the room. “I don’t want to go into details over a voicemail. It would be better if you placed the call from the base on a secure line.”

      The message clicked to an end. Trey shifted from his guard post to let Daniel jam the off button.

      Secure phones? The limited intelligence that had filtered in about his father and stepmother’s deaths rolled through his mind. Their car had been caught in the cross-fire between extremist dissidents and local militia. A tragic accident.

      Right?

      His heart pounded in his ears, each tight breath in sync with Trey’s faster gulps of air.

      Trey.

      The nine-year-old stood rigid with his small can of orange juice in one white-knuckled fist and his Pop-Tart shaking in his other hand. Glassy brown eyes refused to shed tears. The T-shirt seemed to swallow him whole as his snotty air fell away, leaving behind a grieving little boy.

      Daniel thumped his mug on the counter and knelt in front of Trey. “Hey, bud, I hate that this happened to him, too.”

      He cupped a comforting hand around the boy’s shoulder.

      Trey shrugged it off, chest filling his T-shirt again. “Like you even care about him.” He flung his breakfast pastry toward the sink. Missed. The Pop-Tart slapped the tile floor. “I’ll bet you just forgot to mail that ‘World’s Best Dad’ card for Father’s Day last year.”

      Shot well taken, kiddo. “Trey…”

      “That’s right. I’m Trey. Franklin Baker III. Third. Trey, after my dad. I was named for him, not you.”

      The kid fought with the gloves off. “I realize you’re upset. I’m upset, too. You don’t want to be here, and I understand that.”

      “Like you want me here.”

      What could he say to that? His brother needed reassurance, but would recognize a lie in a heartbeat.

      Daniel stared at the blueberry Pop-Tart on the gray-flecked tile while the drip, drip, drip of the coffeemaker echoed. Finally he scrounged for words in a situation he’d never imagined facing.

      “Trey, you’re a smart kid, like the old man. You were well named.” No bull in that statement. “So I’m gonna be straight with you. No, this is not what I would have listed on my schedule for the year. Of course I wish you were with your dad and mom right now. That’s the way things should be. But life didn’t give us a choice, so let’s help each other out here.”

      Trey wavered forward. His bottom lip quivered twice. Daniel squeezed the boy’s shoulder.

      “Nuh-uh.” Trey jerked back. “I don’t know you and I’m not staying here.” He spun on his heel and ran down the hall. The slamming door rattled dangling mugs.

      Daniel scooped the Pop-Tart off the floor and into the trash, cursing under his breath.

      The sight of Mary Elise in the archway halted the flow of bottled curses. Mary Elise in his clothes. His gray sweatpants and a T-shirt from a missile-testing project had never looked so good. Fire-red hair streamed over both her shoulders, gentle curves nudging at the well-worn cotton.

      He needed air. He needed space. Both running low in his small condo. Daniel turned away and hoped Mary Elise would get the not-so-subtle message that he wasn’t in the mood for chitchat. Maybe she would go comfort Trey and leave him alone. He realized his avoidance tactics were juvenile and didn’t care.

      He yanked open the cabinet to look for…he had no idea what. He just knew he didn’t want this attraction, and he definitely didn’t want a soul-searching conversation about Trey and their father and the past with Mary Elise. He wanted to smile with her, joke about the incongruous notion of him packing Scooby-Doo lunch boxes and attending school plays. Anything to keep from facing so many truths.

      First on the list, his relationship with his father sucked. With that as his only model, he didn’t hold out much hope of his ability to parent two needy boys.

      Next, and worse, came the gut-scraping knowledge that he hadn’t done right by this woman, a person he’d cared about more than anyone then. Not that he had a clue how to tap into the emotional stuff he knew she needed. Another blot against his parenting potential. And more than anything, he wanted to plunge right back into the same mistakes, if it meant a chance to plunge into her one more time.

      He let his hand settle on a jar of peanut butter and reached for the silverware drawer. Apparently, Mary Elise didn’t take hints. Or plain ignored them as she appeared in the kitchen.

      He recognized the tilt of her chin well. She might be a more subdued version of the animated spitfire who’d trailed his tracks and kept him from falling irretrievably into mischief with her dry wit and wisdom. Yet even subdued to half power, this woman had an unmistakable will. The furrow in her brow said it all.

      She intended to talk.

      Given his self-control lay in the trash right beside that Pop-Tart, he figured the bedroom door and wide expanse of bed waiting a few steps away didn’t offer much hope for getting through their conversation with an inch of sanity left.
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      Standing beside Daniel in the galley kitchen, Mary Elise forced her brow to smooth and edged aside her urge to offer advice. Danny should hone his own instincts in dealing with the boys. She could already gauge from the way he’d talked to Trey that his intuition was on target. Sure, she might approach things differently, but that didn’t make his way wrong.

      And therein lay the core truth. He needed to set patterns in place that he could maintain, not her way, since she would soon be gone.

      She shouldn’t tell him what to say to Trey, but she couldn’t leave him alone with all that pain pulsing through the small kitchen. The echo of Franklin Baker’s voice from the voicemail had shaken her, even if she couldn’t hear the words. She could only imagine what Daniel must be feeling.

      Given he’d dodged her comfort last night, she didn’t expect him to start sobbing on her shoulder by any means. Still she would be here for him. That much he would have to accept.

      Danny folded his arms across his broad chest encased in a clean—albeit wrinkled—flight suit, obviously having finally accepted she wasn’t going anywhere. “What? No tips on how I should have handled that?”

      She shook her head and padded across gray-speckled tile toward the coffeemaker. Colombian roast and freshly showered Danny scenting the air made an enticing morning blend. “Why would you think that?”

      “First day on the parenting job and I already flunked Kids 101.” He braced a boot on the cabinet behind him and sagged back with a long exhale. “Do you think I should go after him?”

      She forced herself to ask instead of advise. “What do you think?”

      “Me? I want to get things settled. Now.” He swiped an orange juice can off the counter and crumpled it in his fist before flinging it into a recycling bin with a resounding rattle.

      A confrontation when they were both angry and on edge? Ick. She unhooked a dangling black mug to keep from grabbing his arm to stop him. To keep from grabbing him period. “Do what you feel is best.”

      “The kid’s probably in there crying. Alone. I hate that for him.” His boot jammed reflexively against the gleaming metal cabinet with a single thud. “But he would resent me more for seeing it.”

      Bingo, Danny. “I would imagine so.”

      “So I’ll try again later.”

      “And later again if that’s what it takes.” She leaned against the counter beside him and sipped the steaming coffee. “He just needs time to assimilate everything.”

      Daniel nodded.

      Of its own will, her hand fell to rest on his upper arm. “I thought you did well in a situation that stinks no matter which way you look at it.”

      Muscles flexed beneath her touch. Her fingers itched to explore the broadened width of his shoulders. Silence echoed but for the hiss of the coffeemaker and more yearning zipping back and forth. The chill of tile floor seeped into her bare feet while the heat of his arm seared her fingers.

      She snatched her hand away. Don’t get involved. They needed to make their own way. And emotions hurt.

      Daniel scooped an open Pop-Tart box off the counter. Five seconds later he was slathering peanut butter on top of the purple-and-white-swirled frosting. She stifled a wince.

      He chewed through a bite before cutting a glance her way. “Aren’t you going to suggest eggs and wheat toast or shove me out of the way so you can whip up something healthy?”

      “Daniel, you’re thirty-two years old. If you want to eat chocolate frosting on your bagel for breakfast, that’s your business.”

      “So you’re not going to try to fix me or bake a casserole.”

      Confusion cut through the need to lick the peanut butter from the corner of his mouth. “Why would I want to do that?”

      “Never mind.” He jammed the rest of his breakfast in his mouth and washed it down with a swig of coffee. “I should get moving. Thank you for staying. This morning is crazy enough without worrying about rounding up a baby-sitter.”

      Guilt swirled through her passion like the mix of that peanut butter through the frosting. She was using him every bit as much as he was using her. Except she wasn’t being straight-up honest with him.

      For the best, right? Then he wouldn’t get hurt trying to sort her mess. He opened a drawer, withdrawing a notepad and pen. “I appreciate that you let me reason through how to handle Trey.”

      “Really?” She blinked away her surprise at his perception of her motives.

      He thrust the pad and pen toward her. “But I could still use your input on their routine and those EpiPen things. Could you start a list of the factual stuff?”

      She eyed the pen and paper. There’d once been a time she never went anywhere without a notebook handy for capturing the flood of words always ready to pour from her mind through her fingertips.

      Written words trickled from her muse in short supply these days. He waggled the small pad. “I won’t impose on you forever. Just long enough to get through settling the boys.”

      A list. He wanted a simple list from her, not a creative writing essay or editorial or, God forbid, a story.

      She gripped the edge of the pad without touching him.

      “Thank you.” He held firm, linking them through a silly little pad of paper with Gravity Sucks printed through an image of a crashing plane. “How weird is it that I have people I spoke to just last week, friends and old girlfriends who I should be calling to pitch in here. But yet here we are.”

      “I know the boys.” She tried to explain away the connection with the logic Danny so valued. Fat lot of good it did her.

      The silence swelled between them, filled with the knowledge that their connection was more. Would it always be like this for them? She studied the stitches, pockets, zippers along his flight suit as if the different clothing might help convince her this was a different man from the one she’d loved years ago. Her gaze traveled across his chest, to the strong column of his throat.

      Her hand inched to the neck of his flight suit where the black T-shirt peeked free. With one finger she traced the raised seam of his inside-out shirt, a sight all too familiar. “I never thought to ask why you do this?”

      Brown eyes deepened from milk chocolate to an intense, darker flavor no less enticing. “Do what?”

      “Wear your T-shirts inside out. You’ve always done it and I never thought to ask you why before. It was just a part of the Danny picture that I accepted.”

      “Maybe I don’t notice how I put my shirts on.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so. If that were the case, you’d have your T-shirts on right side out some of the time. But you don’t. You think through and have a reason for everything you do, Danny. You always have.”

      A smile crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Not everyone realizes that. You’re scary, you know.”

      “Yeah, right. I’m intimidating.”

      He chuckled.

      She joined in with ease, their laughs blending between them until she squeezed his hand.

      His hand?

      She looked down and found their fingers had entwined over the small pad. When? How?

      They both yanked back.

      He smacked the note pad down on the counter. “The seams scratch.”

      “What?” She fisted her tingling hand by her side.

      Daniel kept his back to her, scribbling notes along the pad. “The outside of a T-shirt is smoother than the inside with the seams. It’s more comfortable to wear the shirt inside out. How silly to put the smoother side out just so the world thinks you look better while those seams are chaffing away.”

      He spun to face her, lighthearted Danny firmly stamped across his features. “Time for me to punch out of here, but I’ll try to finish up soon. I have to swing by base legal and start paperwork for the boys before flight debrief, then a meeting with my commander. After that, we can head out to buy whatever you and the boys need.”

      She watched him move, Danny so at ease in his own skin and with the world when his life had been flipped upside down. How much of it was pretense? “You know, Trey’s just like you.”

      He snorted. “You mean Austin, right?”

      “No. You and Trey are both torn up over losing your father, and neither one of you can bear to accept a bit of comfort.”

      The smile fell away, replaced by the newer Danny, the man who drew a gun in foreign countries with little or no backup. “Like you’re any different.”

      A gasp caught in her throat.

      Danny tapped her forehead. “Exchanging troubles is a two-way street, Mary Elise. One neither of us seems comfortable traveling anymore.”

      He waited, and for a weak minute she actually considered leaning against one broad shoulder and telling him everything. Except she understood Danny too well—rather than just offer help as his father had done, he would take over, guns blazing into the middle of her mess.

      Or worse yet, he wouldn’t believe her about Kent’s threats any more than her parents had. Either way, for the sake of the boys, she needed to keep him as far away from Kent as possible.

      She stepped back. Away from Danny and the temptation of broad shoulders.

      He nudged the pad toward her, no risky hand-to-hand exchange this time. “Here are numbers where you can reach me, if you want to put them in your cell phone. If there’s a pressing emergency, call this one. The copilot, Renshaw, lives in this complex with her fiancé.”

      “Spike?” She followed Daniel across the living room to the door.

      “Right. Up on the second floor. He’s off today and can be down in seconds.” Daniel paused under the porch overhang. “Promise me you’ll call if you need anything. Not just for the boys. For you too, okay?”

      “Okay.” She lied. And suspected he knew it.

      Daniel loped toward his shiny blue truck. Apparently he took more care with his vehicle than his flight suits. She stood in the open door, mug cradled in her hands, and let the heated ceramic warm the chill that increased as Danny backed up and drove away. She stared at his empty spot long after the truck’s rumble faded.

      Shaking off whimsy, she spun toward the condo. Her feet tangled on the arrangement of flowerpots by the neighbor’s door. Mary Elise knelt to right one lopsided pot and scoop stray soil. She patted it back into colored planters filled with ferns, pansies and impatiens.

      Her hand stilled on a final one tucked in the back in an incongruous bland terra-cotta pot. false unicorn. Frowning, she fingered the small greenish-white flowers, their blooms having held on beyond summer blooming season.

      She’d been so touched when Kent brought her a small pot similar to this once, the simple romantic gesture more special than the dozen roses he’d given her after the second miscarriage. Or so she’d thought. Then he’d explained how false unicorn root supposedly increased fertility and prevented miscarriages.

      By the end of the year, he’d bought her a window garden full of other such plants like red clover blossoms and blue cohosh. Not that he actually expected her to use them. He’d hired specialists, after all. Eventually, hope had withered along with words and creativity while her window garden blossomed in mocking contrast.

      A chill iced up her spine. Rising, she searched the parking lot. Found nothing unusual. Her fingers slid from the tiny flowers and sought the warmth of her coffee mug.

      Quit imagining things. The plant had nothing to do with Kent. She hadn’t heard even a whisper from him in the year since moving overseas. He’d either lost her trail or the edge to his insane fury had dulled.

      But those fears were difficult to shed. Trust was hard to recapture. Mary Elise bolted inside, locked the door and tried to blot the image of the tiny plant outside. Tried. Failed. Hand gripping the knob, she sagged back.

      Her gaze trekked across the living room to the bar separating it from the kitchen. Pop-Tart wrappers lay scattered across the counter with an open jar of peanut butter beside them.

      Daniel’s life might seem wrinkled and disorganized from the outside, but his disorder was a choice for comfort in a man totally together on the inside. While she knew her dry cleaned and wrinkle-free silks shrouded a woman with a mess of a life.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel bit out a crewdog-worthy curse with precision since there wasn’t anyone but crewdogs to hear him in the squadron corridors.

      In seconds he would receive an ass-chewing from the Squadron Commander for skirting rules. Technically Daniel hadn’t busted a single regulation. But goodwill protocol on the other hand…

      He hated playing politics. He left those niceties and games to his old man. Or rather once had.

      Daniel ignored the pounding ache in his head and in a place some might call a heart while focusing on the more literal pounding yet to come. He lengthened his strides along the industrial carpet, past photos of previous commanders, by a planning room filled with crew members at work —the kind of toe-the-line officers who made life easier for men like his father and Lt. Col. Quade. Voices drifted into the hall—Marcus “Joker” Cardenas and Jack “Cobra” Korba. Solid flyers, intense and by the rules.

      Unlike himself.

      The Squadron Commander’s closed door loomed ahead. Man, the old open-door-policy days of Zach Dawson’s command were long gone. Just grit through it. Not the first reaming and sure wouldn’t be his last. Daniel rapped his knuckles twice.

      “Yes.”

      Okay, guess that meant enter. Daniel stepped inside the spacious office, stopping short of an oversize wooden desk looming with flags behind it. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

      Lt. Col. Lucas Quade didn’t glance up from the file in front of him, the subtle put-down not lost on Daniel. He waited. Studied the rows of airplane photos, a C-17 framed alongside a print of the C-141 Quade flew earlier. Cornell diploma. With honors. Figures.

      His old man had wanted him to go there.

      Quade closed the file with precision before raising his gaze to Daniel without standing. “Is that how you report in a military manner, Baker?”

      Ah, so that’s how the guy wanted to play it. Quade’s turf, they had to play Quade’s way. Just like days of old with Franklin Baker.

      Daniel drew to attention and snapped a sharp salute. “Captain Baker reporting as ordered, sir.”

      Quade returned the salute, no invitation to sit on the sofa followed like with the past commander. This guy wouldn’t be pulling a secret stash of Little Debbie cakes out of his desk drawer to share either.

      Yeah, he’d received a few “chats” from Dawson about how to better balance the secrets ops Daniel pulled with the commander’s need-to-know basis. Chats, not this standing-at-attention bull.

      “Baker, I’m sure you realize why you’re in here.”

      “Yes, sir.” He kept his eyes on the flag just behind Quade and consoled himself with the fact that a squadron commander usually only held the position for eighteen months to two years.

      About how long it felt like this “chat” would last.

      The commander jabbed a finger on the closed file with a red cover sheet declaring “Secret.” “You’re lucky you covered your butt planning this one.”

      Daniel didn’t bother making excuses. Air Force Academy days had picked up where Mary Elise left off in drilling some caution into him.

      Quade continued, “I don’t question the mission’s importance. And I know full well there are times you can’t be straight-up about where you’re going. But, Captain, that was my plane and those were my flyers. No matter how much paperwork you filed or how many strings you pulled, their safety is still on my shoulders. You should have placed a courtesy call to me.”

      The past blended with the present, too many such confrontations with his father hammering his memory at a time when the last thing he wanted was to think of his old man currently dead in the ground.

      Quade blinked slowly. “Answer me one question. Would you have given Dawson a courtesy call?”

      Nailed. The question and its obvious affirmative yanked Daniel right back to the present, a not so comfortable place to be. He kept his eyes forward and mind centered on the shopping trip he and Mary Elise would make with the boys.

      The Squadron Commander released him from answering by planting his hands on the edge of his desk and standing. “You didn’t call me because you didn’t want to risk my having a different take on your plan.”

      Silence seemed the wisest course of action. Bunk beds. They would shop for those first and then pick out sheets. Austin said he wanted sailboats. Fine. Mary Elise would help Trey open up enough for the kid to choose what he wanted, too.

      Quade pushed a paper across the desk. Daniel glanced down. The guy couldn’t actually intend to write him up without grounds? Daniel looked closer and found…leave papers. The commander was giving him two weeks of vacation time.

      “Get your household in order.”

      Confusion shifted the ground under his feet. He’d expected to have to beg for leave. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Don’t thank me. This isn’t some kind of personal favor. You’re no good to my squadron if you’re distracted.” He clipped through the words, snagging a fresh file to open. “Dismissed, Baker.”

      O-kay. Daniel spun on his heel to leave, the prospect of bunk-bed shopping suddenly not so daunting after all.

      “Baker?”

      Slowly Daniel turned.

      Quade stood with his back to the door, shuffling pages in the file as if Daniel only warranted half of his attention. “Boundary pushing is necessary to expand the airframe’s capabilities. Confidence in the air is admirable.” He tucked another page to the back. “Intellectual arrogance, however, will put you face-to-face with an enemy missile someday.”

      The words chaffed more than any right-side-out T-shirt.

      Quade reached for the file cabinet. “Close the door behind you.”

      Daniel stepped into the hall, shoulders tensed just as after countless confrontations with his father. So yeah, he had trouble with authority figures. Didn’t take a Sigmund Freud to figure that one out. Still, he managed. Pushed his boundaries, stayed alive and kept his career on track, accepting the occasional chewing out as the price to pay for freedom.

      What baffled him, however, was how easily he’d fallen into the old habit of keeping his temper in check with the promise of seeing Mary Elise.
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        * * *

      

      Much more “seeing Daniel” and she would lose her mind.

      Mary Elise plastered herself against the truck door, the back now full of bunk beds, linens, enough food to feed an army, four bags of kids’ clothes and two bags for her. Never had he grown impatient, even when Austin had screamed himself purple with a temper tantrum in the Base Exchange. Not once had Daniel snapped or glanced at his watch, darker emotions apparently shunted away.

      Playful Danny had reemerged with a charm and ease that simultaneously dazzled and tormented her. He slid into the family routine without a misstep, as if he lived to purchase new video games and supersize an order at the golden arches.

      Which of course he did.

      Palmetto trees whizzed by the window along the barrier-island road. Sailboats, a barge, a shrimp trawler bobbed in the distance until she lost herself in the hypnotic regularity. What if she and Danny had stumbled on each other again through a simple passing on the street, no dangerous ex-husband lurking in her past? Could they meet for coffee and discuss their engagement and lost baby with adult perspective, then slide back into their old friendship? Maybe something more.

      But she had met Kent. Married him. And knowing him had marked her— transforming her into a different woman, one as incapable of committing words to paper as she was of committing herself to another person.

      Threat or no threat, she’d changed. Not for the better. Even if she scraped deep inside herself for the pieces to try, the risk wouldn’t be hers and Danny’s alone. Echoes of Austin’s screaming fit still reverberated in her head, his anguish because he’d lost sight of her for seven seconds when she stepped around an aisle. She wouldn’t mislead those two grieving boys into expecting her to stay. They’d lost enough.

      Two grieving boys in the process of beating each other to death with blow-up baseball bats that had been on special with the kids’ meals at the Base Exchange food court.

      Austin thunked Danny on the back of the head.

      Daniel ducked. “Hey, short stuff, you’re gonna land us in a ditch. Hold off another minute while I park the truck.”

      He wove the truck past an unusual abundance of cars lining the street leading into the complex. He crept past every full visitor spot and finally nosed his Ford into a tight space on the end.

      “Someone must be throwing a party,” he noted offhandedly as he reached back to unbuckle Austin.

      Mary Elise couldn’t help but think how a week ago he would have likely been joining the party. Still, he didn’t say a word or show even a hint of the frustration he must be feeling.

      Don’t be so wonderful, Danny. Please.

      She stepped out of the truck just as one of the second-floor condo doors flung open to emit music and laughter.

      Spike strode onto the balcony, his arm hooked over his fiancée’s shoulders. “Come on up, Crusty. Most of the squadron’s already here and ready to party.”

      Daniel pulled Austin out before shouting, “Thanks, man, but I need to unload the truck and start putting together furniture so we’re not bunking on the floor again. Besides, uh, I’ve got the kids.”

      “No problem,” Spike insisted, tucking a bathing-suit-clad Darcy Renshaw closer. “There are plenty more rug rats here.”

      A carrot-topped little girl crawled between Spike’s legs seconds before a linebacker-size man plowed past to scoop her up. Mary Elise forced herself not to wince at the sight of a baby that too easily could have been hers and Daniel’s.

      Darcy stepped forward to lean over the balcony. “Didn’t you hear us, Crusty? Most of the squadron’s here. Surprise! We’re throwing you a baby shower.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Three hours later, Mary Elise dangled her feet in the pool and tried to soak away the tension of attending a “baby shower” eleven years after the fact with Daniel. Actually, a truly thoughtful gesture on the part of his squadron friends, and she refused to allow past baggage to taint it.

      And man, did these people know how to party.

      Chlorine drifted along the salty air while Mary Elise kept guard over Austin splashing nearby in the shallow end with his newly christened pair of inflatable water wings. Tables and loungers filled with adults and kids, the pool packed with squadron guests bearing gifts of toys, clothes, even a surprise extravagant present of two bikes.

      Three couples strayed beyond the fence to the marshy coastline, gushing tidewaters surging against the beach with circling gulls and herons overhead. Darcy and Spike’s condo had overheated quickly with the press of people inside until they’d moved the party, complete with Bo’s guitar entertainment, to the pool in hopes of cooling off.

      Feet swishing through the lukewarm water, Mary Elise watched Danny step under the pool shower. Cutoff jean shorts rode low on his slim hips until she could count every ridge of his six-pack abs. Spray streamed down his face, between his defined pecs in a trail southward that left her swallowing hard.

      She jerked her gaze away before it followed that water straight down. Geez, how totally embarrassing, not to mention insulting. She liked to think of herself as a normal woman with healthy urges, but also a thinking woman and not an out-of-control bundle of hormones.

      As she’d once been around this man.

      Gentle guitar pluckings floated along the ocean breeze in a sensual serenade. Great. Apparently, bad-boy Bo had decided to turn his talented fingers to a sappy love song as he sprawled in a chair at an umbrella table. No doubt playing in hopes of luring the splashing hot tub mermaid back to his place.

      Couples. Couples. Couples everywhere. Ugh.

      At least she and Daniel wouldn’t be swimming together half-naked as they’d done so often in his parents’ pool. Darcy had offered to share an extra bathing suit with her, but Mary Elise found lazing by the pool the perfect way to end a draining day.

      She accepted that some of her lassitude could be attributed to her lack of medicines since her supply now sat useless in her cabinet back in Rubistan. She would have to check in with a doctor soon about new prescriptions. At least the over-the-counter, iron-fortified vitamins she’d bought would help with the anemia that accompanied endometriosis in full tilt.

      Her body chemistry might be out of whack, the building pain only mildly numbed by extra-strength Motrin. But she’d lived with the fallout of her illness for so long, she refused to let it rule her anymore. She would enjoy the moment before her life shifted into another unknown direction.

      Besides, since Austin had a conniption fit any time she stepped too far out of his sight line, napping back at Danny’s condo wasn’t an option.

      Across the stretch of cement, Danny yanked the shower chain, ending the spray in a trickle. Shaking the droplets from his hair, he strode toward Mary Elise, the loose-hipped grace of his walk leaving her longing to trace the band of those low-riding cutoffs.

      “Are you okay here while I swim? You know Darcy.” He jerked a thumb toward their tomboy bombshell hostess sprawled in a lounge chair with a beer at her ringside seat for Bo’s concert. “And you’ve met Julia Dawson, right?”

      “Come on over,” Darcy called from beside the woman Crusty had called Julia—wife of the prior Squadron Commander. The earthy blonde—Julia— wriggled her red toe-nails while her toddler son gripped them and giggled.

      More families. More couples.

      Mary Elise shook off the senseless frustration. Time to cut the self-pity garbage.

      Already Daniel was sneaking into her life and mind in so many ways. And now he had to soften her heart with sensitivity in making sure she didn’t feel abandoned or awkward in the group. Yet, he achieved it without plastering himself to her side possessively as Kent had done.

      No thoughts of Kent. Not tonight. Just enjoy the moment. “I’m fine, thanks.”

      Daniel knelt beside her. “I’ve got Austin now. Go visit or whatever.”

      Music and swirling water whispered a wake-up to her dormant creative muse. “In a minute.”

      He canted closer. “Are you okay? Everyone’s being nice, right?”

      Mary Elise struggled to keep her eyes on his face. She surely didn’t want the sensual domino effect that would come from roving eyes, anyway. She’d seen his chest quite well a few seconds ago.

      Now to try and forget those muscles. Just a body, right? And she knew well what he looked like without the jean cutoffs. How really good he looked without them. Her heart rate kicked up a notch.

      She willed her eyes to stay locked with his. “Everyone’s been great.”

      And they had, welcoming her, yet not asking the umpteen questions that scrolled across their eyes every time she slipped and called him Danny instead of Daniel.

      “Yeah, they have been awesome.” He glanced back at his guitar-plucking buddy. “I’m still wondering how Bo financed both those bikes on his salary. I’m thinking lieutenants must be making more these days.”

      She couldn’t help but marvel at the surprise thoughtfulness of the young bachelor, the pair of shiny mountain bikes a fun gift these world-weary kids would probably never forget.

      Bo’s speeding fingers slowed on the strings. “Every kid should have his own bike. Better for the little fellas to cruise the local sandbox for hot chicks,” he said, dismissing his own generosity while he packed away his guitar.

      Darcy wadded up a napkin and pelted him. “You’re just trying to score points with unsuspecting women like Hot Tub Hannah over there.”

      A wicked twinkle lit Bo’s baby blues. “Do you think it’s working?” He directed the power of that lady-killer gaze toward the blonde in the steaming oasis at the end of the pool and received an encouraging grin in return. Bo stood. “My cue to soak away my troubles. Thanks again, Crusty, for introducing me to Hannah. I owe ya’ one. Don’t hesitate to call me if you need a sitter.”

      Daniel pushed to his feet. “So you can hit on my neighbor, then take my brothers cruising sandboxes?”

      “The park’s a great place to meet women. Joggers and dog walkers and babes lounging on picnic blankets.” His twinkling eyes took on a rapturous gleam before he landed back in the present. “Not that you need any of that now. Have fun you two.”

      Winking, Bo pivoted away to jog toward the hot tub, lowering himself into the frothing bubbles beside Hannah.

      Mary Elise chewed her bottom lip. With everyone assuming she and Danny were a couple in the making, it would be simple to let herself slip into that notion, as well. But while she might be willing to take pleasure from living where she could, not at so high a price. If she allowed herself to soften around Danny any more, she would crack and spill all.

      “Go swim,” she said. “Play. Whatever.” Please. Now.

      He searched her eyes for an extended second before backing a step. “All right.” He turned to Trey, the boy scowling in a pool chair with his knees hugged to his chest. “Hey, kid? Can you swim?”

      Trey sniffed. “Of course I can.”

      “Good. Hold your breath.” He scooped his brother up and launched him airborne toward the center of the pool.

      Trey shrieked, closing his mouth with a gasp seconds before he landed in the water. Daniel cannon-balled a foot away from him. Spray sluiced a giant wave over the side.

      Years slid away to the countless times they’d played in his parents’ pool. God, she’d hated it when he’d dunked her. Until she’d learned to dunk him right back.

      Daniel exploded to the surface beside Austin and shook the water out of his face.

      Austin paddled, his water wings bobbing, and shouted between huffing breaths, “Mary Elise, come in. We’re gonna play baseball.”

      Trey splashed him. “Volleyball, you dweeb.”

      “Yeah. That.”

      Mary Elise pulled her feet out of the water. “I’m not swimming today, sweetie. You just have fun with your brothers.”

      She backed away, mentally recording the image of Danny swimming with Austin’s spindly arms locked around the strong column of big brother’s neck. Daniel, a man so different from the steely warrior who’d drawn down an enemy guard in a foreign country to save his brothers less than forty-eight hours before. The dual image left her dry-mouthed. Rattled.

      Intrigued.

      She could watch. And she would enjoy. But she needed to keep enough distance so she could still leave.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel spiked the ball back toward Tag. For all the good it did him. The loadmaster tapped it in the air with ease, setting up the next shot as he passed the volleyball to his teenage son.

      Who missed it—hallelujah—since the boy was too busy ogling the high schooler springing off the diving board, Zach Dawson’s daughter, Shelby. Teenage hormones packed a ferocious punch.

      Daniel’s gaze drifted back to Mary Elise. He looked beyond the new lines of worry and fatigue around her eyes to the clear green gaze he’d fallen hard for in his youth. Remembered how they’d known everything about each other. Shared every thought, no matter how personal.

      Maybe it was the swimming scenario hammering him since they’d enjoyed countless hours in his parents’ landscaped backyard and kidney-shaped pool growing up. He’d shut down those memories after they split, but now he’d have to learn to live with them bombarding him from more directions than antiaircraft fire.

      “Crusty?” Tag shouted. “You with us, man?”

      Daniel nodded, rejoining the game, his mind lofting back to the past as surely as the ball sailing through the air...

      

      “I’m not swimming today, Danny.”

      Daniel stroked his way through the numbingly cold pool. His teenage body hungered for exercise outside the stifling formality of his parents’ house. Early spring weather in Savannah made for chilly water, not that he cared. And usually Mary Elise didn’t care, either.

      “Why not?” He stopped inches from the cement edge where Mary Elise perched gripping her knees. “Scared of a little freezing water?”

      “Of course not.”

      He hauled himself out to sit beside her. “What’s the matter? Really? Come on, spill, because I’m not buying the scared-of-cold-water garbage for even a second.”

      She scooped her hand through the pool and flicked his face with water. “I didn’t bring a suit.”

      “There’s an extra suit in the pool house.” He reached to tug the rope of red hair trailing over her shoulder, then paused. When had Mary Elise gotten breasts? Not much to them, but they were absolutely there. He jerked his hand away.

      “I can’t, Danny. Can’t. Okay? I’m a girl and there are days it’s just easier for a girl if she doesn’t swim.”

      He felt the color drain from his face and knew it didn’t have anything to do with the freezing water. Some stuff a guy just didn’t want to know. “Oh.”

      “Yeah, oh. Now go swim and enjoy the fact that you’re a boy and can swim all thirty-one days of this month. I’ll soak my feet here while we talk about something else.”

      And he wanted to do just that. Well, until he saw the downward tilt to her mouth, the mini-furrow on her serious brow.

      Who needed to swim laps, anyway?

      Standing, he extended his hand without a word while he waited. He could handle this. Sure, he wanted to dive to the bottom of the pool where he wouldn’t have to even think about this discussion. But he was a practical guy, and this was Mary Elise after all. They could talk about anything.

      Even if she had developed breasts overnight.

      He shoved his hand closer.

      She eyed his outstretched arm. “What?”

      “Chocolate.”

      “Huh?”

      “Let’s go get some chocolate. I hear chicks like to eat a boatload of the stuff when they’re, uh—” he stifled his wince for Mary Elise’s sake “—not swimming.”

      A smile so perfect crept across her face and right up to her eyes that a charge of victory shot through him until Daniel forgot about the pool behind him and the swim he’d waited all winter to take.

      Mary Elise fitted her hand in his and stood. “Yeah, right, now I get it. You’ve just got your eye on that box of Hostess Ho-Hos in my mom’s pantry.”

      “Busted.”

      Her laugh swelled then faded as they pushed their way through the ivy-covered gate separating their yards. “You’re not totally grossed out?”

      “Maybe a little.”

      She punched his arm.

      “Hey, I’m joking.” He rubbed his arm, relaxed. He could always do that with Mary Elise, relax, be himself with nothing to prove. Daniel slung an arm around his best friend’s shoulders. “This just means you’re gonna be able to have kids someday. Right? Nothing gross about that.”

      She tipped her face up to his. “Thank you, Danny.”

      Mary Elise arched onto her toes, soft curves pressed to his side as she grazed a kiss against his cheek right at the corner of his mouth. If he moved his head even…

      

      “Hey! Heads up, Baker.”

      Daniel blinked. The volleyball whizzed through the air, straight toward his face. He launched to the side and swung his cupped hands up into the ball with a microsecond to spare.

      And, what do ya’ know, his gaze landed right back on Mary Elise to see if she’d been watching. He wasn’t any better than Tag’s son, Chris, drooling over a girl until he lost focus on the rest of the world.

      Chris punched the air with a victory shout. “Point, game and match for the visiting team.”

      Tag eased out of formation over to the side of the pool. “Perfect timing. We need to hit the road. My daughter’s driving home from college for the weekend, and I promised Rena I’d move boxes out of Nikki’s room before she gets here.”

      Daniel waded closer to Tag as Darcy launched out of her chair to join in the game. No doubt those boxes had been pulled down on his account as the loadmaster and his wife sorted through their son’s old clothes to help fill Austin and Trey’s empty closet. He stifled another wince at everything he owed his friends. He was a lot more comfortable being on the giving end. Did Mary Elise feel the same way?

      And when had he started analyzing feelings?

      He shook off the thought faster than beading water in his hair. “Hey, make sure you pass along my thanks to Rena for the kids’ clothes.” Since the other marrieds had attended together, he couldn’t help but notice Rena’s absence in light of the conversation with Tag on the flight. “Let Rena know I’ll send ’em back your way once these guys get through with them.”

      Tag shook his head with a look of horror. “Don’t come near my house with those things, man. We’ve almost got our nest empty. Our baby-making days are over.” He hauled himself out of the water. “You ready Chris? Chris?”

      Christos Price jerked his gaze off Shelby Dawson’s belly button ring and back to his father. A dazed look in his eyes glinted like the water streaming down the olive complexion inherited from his mother’s Greek roots. “Yeah, Pop. I guess so.”

      The teen hefted himself from the pool. Right by Mary Elise. Which offered Daniel a convenient excuse to check on her. Just making sure she was comfortable with everyone, of course.

      Yeah, right.

      She’d settled in with his friends as he’d known she would, already absorbed in conversation with Julia Dawson while they both held sleeping children. Austin snoozed away on Mary Elise’s lap, his soggy body soaking her silk shorts set. Not that she seemed to care or look in the least ruffled. Just natural. She should have kids of her own with some lucky dude who would get to touch her incredible red hair.

      Daniel backed into the resuming game as they swapped sides, which gave him a perfect view of Mary Elise’s night-lit lounge chair. When she’d told him about being pregnant with his child, he hadn’t given much thought to the baby itself, or life after the wedding. He’d focused on shutting down thoughts of the future because they contrasted too much with what he’d dreamed for so long.

      Yet once she’d lost the baby, once he’d lost Mary Elise in his life, he’d spent the next year thinking about what their baby would have looked like. What she would have looked like holding it.

      And that image mirrored the one he was seeing too closely for his peace of mind.

      He considered waking Austin up for another round of chicken just so he wouldn’t have to keep staring at Mary Elise holding the little guy. But the boy’s needs came first and man the kid had pitched quite the tantrum when taken away from Mary Elise. The boy was breaking his heart with the tight-fisted clinginess to the only mother figure in his world right now. Maybe he could convince Mary Elise to stay in the area.

      And then she’d be too busy to meet that lucky guy who would father her children.

      The rogue notion chugged through him as he pumped another serve into the air. She had to settle somewhere, and apparently their Savannah hometown no longer held any allure for her. The idea took flight, leveled out like the ball lofting over the net.

      He staunchly ignored the insistent voice telling him he was doing this for himself. So what? Yeah, he wanted her around, but because he needed her to stay put. Made logical sense that she should stay in Charleston. Two plus two equaled four.

      His gaze zoned back in on Mary Elise smoothing a hand along the sleeping child’s back while her laugh carried on the ocean wind.

      The next ball whizzed right by Daniel’s head.
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        * * *

      

      Kent McRae closed the Mercedes door—forced to park out on the street where some fool might scratch the paint. A nuisance, but an overabundance of vehicles packed the condo lot.

      He wove his way through the maze of trucks and SUVs. Adrenaline snapped through him until he wondered why he’d ever bothered to pay someone to take on these tasks before. And to think he never would have known this quiet thrill if necessity hadn’t forced him. Help wouldn’t be arriving for another four to five days, and he’d sworn not to act decisively until then.

      Striding along the lengthy row of Palmetto trees, he checked again to ensure Mary Elise was still engrossed with the pool party and her old lover. Her lover now?

      Kent kept his strides even, loose, his hands unclenched. He wouldn’t allow her the power over his emotions. He was in control.

      He neared the line of mailboxes. As much as he might enjoy ending it now, he couldn’t. The boys were off-limits, as per his accomplice’s demands. He owed his accomplice too much in tracking Mary Elise’s every move to step off their designated course now. And he always paid his debts.

      As if he would hurt innocent children like some monster, anyway. He focused his revenge on the deserving.

      Meanwhile, he needed Mary Elise off-kilter so she wouldn’t become overconfident and opt to disclose her tale of woe to an old boyfriend. Having been married to the woman for three years, he knew which buttons to push. Watching her hand tremble as she’d touched that false unicorn plant had been…satisfying.

      Locating the correct box number, Kent straightened the knot on his favorite tie, silk with pelicans patterned in diagonal lines. A gift from Mary Elise two years ago and now a reminder of unfinished business. A final swipe to smooth his tie crinkled papers inside his suit coat pocket. He tugged out the folded pamphlets guaranteed to make more than her hand tremble.

      Innocuous fertility clinic literature to most. Pointed for her since she’d visited the same chain of clinics more than once.

      A quick glance over his shoulder assured him no one watched. Kent slid out his lock pick and set to work on Baker’s mailbox. Given how involved they were in their pool play, he should be well in and out before anyone noticed him. He wouldn’t want to upset the boys. No, he wasn’t a monster.

      Just a man in control of his destiny with a debt to repay.
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      Danny blasted out of the water like a sea monster, swiping his arm across the pool to spray Trey before he ducked behind Darcy. Mary Elise watched, smiled, couldn’t help herself. Even allowed herself the pleasure of following his leap from the pool, his loose-hipped stride to the ice chest illuminated by a halogen lamp and crescent moon.

      There was no denying it. He was so cute, the boyishness somehow all the more charming coming from a muscle-bound man. Evenings like this made it easy to forget the ways she and Danny had annoyed each other.

      Distance, she reminded herself. Make lists and keep her distance from the enticing, playful Danny. For starters, her list making used to bug him. Go with the flow, he would tell her. Explore. Find adventure.

      She’d found more than enough adventure with Daniel Baker and a bottle of champagne, thank you very much.

      The party had wound down to half speed, quiet laughter no longer overriding the shush of gentle ocean waves. As much as she’d enjoyed conversation, she didn’t mind the moment of peace.

      Rubbing Austin’s back, she tried to ease his fitful sleep, letting him snooze on until she could tuck him in his own bed. She could only risk four more days to smooth the transition and then she would have to leave.

      Survival instincts screamed at her to run. Now. Long-denied maternal instincts, however, insisted she protect this precious little boy’s wounded heart by staying as long as she could risk.

      Enough cash waited in her account to carry her for a month, even finance a visit to a clinic to update her meds. Franklin Baker had managed to reroute her transactions while she was overseas so Kent couldn’t trace them. She had no way of knowing if Franklin’s accounting cover stayed in place. Once she presented ID to withdraw money, she would have to go.

      She sighed. She was tired of living like this, but what else could she do if even her own parents didn’t believe her? Postpartum delusions, Kent had told them when she’d had no choice but to break her long silence over the growing problems in their marriage. Depression from the final late-pregnancy miscarriage.

      Yes, of course, she was depressed over losing her child and her marriage. But no way had she imagined the cold steel of a gun barrel pressed to her head as an assassin tried to coerce her into the car so he could launch her vehicle off a bridge in a fake suicide.

      All on Kent’s payroll.

      She’d fought. Escaped. And no one had believed her. The more she’d insisted, the stronger the accusations of paranoia became. One mention of putting her in an institution from Kent with his monied influence and she’d hauled butt out of the country.

      Unease tickled along her spine, like a caterpillar making its way ever so slowly up her back. The sense of being watched. Mary Elise held herself still, refusing to cave and look. Much more of this and she would be acting as crazy as Kent convinced her parents she was.

      “Mary Elise?”

      Jolting, she looked up and found Darcy Renshaw climbing up the pool ladder. Relief shuddered through her, shaking the caterpillar sensation free. She was being watched, by one of Daniel’s fellow flyers.

      Dripping wet, Darcy sank to the middle of the lounger and sat cross-legged with a long-legged grace that had her fiancé eyeing her with smoky appreciation from across the pool.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” She stretched to offer up a bag of sunflower seeds from the smorgasbord on the table. “Or anything to eat?”

      “You’ve already done so much. All of you have. I’m a little overwhelmed by it all, so many gifts and so many people. Please say you wrote everything down, like the clothes Tag brought, or was his name Jim or J.T.?” The loadmaster with shoulders as broad as Danny’s. God, she hoped his wife knew what a lucky woman she was. “See, already I can’t remember half the names, and men can be dense about things like thank-you notes.”

      “Don’t worry about it. No one expects thanks. This is what we do for each other.”

      “Still…”

      Darcy’s finger sawed along her dog tag chain pensively. “I’ll bet you’re tough to help.”

      Mary Elise shrugged. Help meant dependency and debts, and she was through with that.

      Darcy’s laser gaze eased. “There are a lot of us to meet at once, with call signs and real names doubling up what you’re trying to learn. You’re probably best off just remembering the call signs.” She gestured with her fistful of sunflower seeds. “Over there, the big blond guy with the baby who brought the football, that’s Bronco. He’s married to the flight surgeon Kathleen—or Athena, if we’re using nicknames—who took care of Trey when you landed.”

      “Bronco?” She glanced over at the man with his wife, packing up their baby daughter to leave. “Because he looks like a bull?”

      “No,” she said with a wicked glint lighting her eyes. “Although I’ll have to use that on him the next time he rolls out a crewdog prank. Actually, he turned down a pro ball contract with the Broncos to stay in the military.”

      “Wow. Mind-boggling that he would give up that much.” Of course Daniel had also given up his family money to pursue his own dream. A calling more than a job, he’d once explained to her as he filled out his application to attend the Air Force Academy. “So there are stories behind some of the names. I guess I just thought they usually linked to someone’s personality or the last names, like yours, Wren Renshaw. Or like Danny’s, Crusty Baker.”

      “Sure it goes with his last name, but also with the fact that he’s a bit of a mess.” Darcy grimaced. “Uh, I don’t mean that as an insult. His scruffiness is kind of cute.”

      And yet there was so much more to this man who flew military planes and commanded respect from a crew with as much ease as he unraveled equations—or dunked Trey.

      God, if only she could view Daniel as simply scruffy or cute it would certainly save her a lot of yearning she had no choice but to ignore. “No offense taken. I’ve known Daniel a long time.”

      Curiosity flared in Darcy’s eyes again. “Then, like Bronco, other names are tied into a watershed event.” She pointed to the Nordic-looking guy moving in on Hannah while Bo’s back was turned. “Scorch set his mustache on fire once in the Officer’s Club bar with a drink called a Flaming Dr Pepper.” Her finger shifted toward a laughing hulk of a man digging into the ice chest to fish out two beers, passing one to Crusty. “There’s a great story about Cobra over there, but it’s best not to share the details with kids around.”

      Slowly the men and women became more than a few names and loud revelers for Mary Elise. They took on personalities in a tight community she’d invaded.

      Absorbing the pieces of Daniel’s world, she realized distance didn’t seem to be helping anymore. He’d exploded back into her life and mind. She wouldn’t be able to stop envisioning him in his new environment, wondering about him, how he was handling the changes. Even with a live-in nanny, he would be thrown feet first into parenting those boys. At least, she hoped he would.

      Her hand gravitated to cup the back of Austin’s head, protectiveness twining through her as surely as the boy’s silky soft curls wrapping around her fingers. Would Daniel find some hot-tub Hannah woman to share his life with and ease his load? Would the woman love these two precious little boys?

      And one very grown man.

      “Okay, fair’s fair.” Darcy’s voice sliced through the green haze of jealousy. “I’ve ponied up some gossip, now how about trade some in return. Starting with how you met Danny.”

      Mary Elise yanked her gaze off broad bare shoulders and over to the hostess snacking on sunflower seeds with undisguised curiosity. What would it hurt to share a few harmless stories? She could leave something of herself behind in his world from her younger days, the part of her that had been fearless, strong. Willing to risk the occasional broken bone or heart.

      “We grew up together.” Mary Elise searched for words to explain a relationship she wasn’t certain she understood anymore. She stared out over the beachy expanse, the winding island coastline glittering with lights.

      When Darcy’s fiancé eased into view, Mary Elise couldn’t help but welcome the distraction. She scrambled to gather thoughts scattered further than the expanse of ocean with tiny dolphin fins slicing lazy paths in the moonlit distance.

      Silently Spike dropped a quick kiss on Darcy’s mouth, the wren tattooed over his heart proclaiming his devotion as loud as any bullhorn. “You got the party for a while?”

      “Yeah, hon, everything’s winding up.”

      “Thanks. And no grilling the guests, okay?”

      She gently slugged his tattooed arm, dead center on the diver-down symbol. “Love ya’.”

      “You, too.” He dropped another kiss on her lips before sprinting away. So much devotion glowed in the woman’s eyes, as she watched her fiancé hop the fence to make his way toward the ocean, that Mary Elise felt like an intruder. “Why don’t you go join him? I’m fine on my own.”

      Darcy shifted her attention back. “No way. We’re having girl talk, and God knows I don’t get much of that around these bozos.” She shook her head. “Honestly, Max was pretty much an antisocial hermit when I met him. And while he’s come out somewhat, he still needs his cave time on occasion. He has a cabin on one of the more remote spots of a barrier island for when the surfer dude within him needs to have a Poseidon moment,” she explained with an understanding that boded well for the long term.

      “I’m sure he appreciates your accepting him as he is.”

      “He does. And honest to God, it’s a two-way street. He’s given up so much for me, changing jobs, relocating from the West Coast to Charleston. He even wears a coat and tie to work when he’s not out on assignment.”

      Darcy reached across to Austin to smooth baby-soft curls, a wistful look in her eyes. Her hand fell back to her lap. “Okay, I confess, I’m so ga-ga happy with Max I can’t help but see romance everywhere. But folks really are dying to learn more about you two.”

      “Guess my calling him Danny gave things away.” In spite of her decision to share, Mary Elise found the words tougher to spill than she’d thought. She seldom granted herself permission to look back on those times. Hadn’t dared look, knowing the strong person Danny had challenged her to be then might not approve of the more cautious creature she’d become.

      “We call him lots of things. But never Danny.”

      “Old habits are hard to break.” In more ways than one. She forced herself not to let her eyes linger on the crinkle in the corner of Daniel’s eyes as he smiled. “My family moved down south when I was eight. My mother’s lung specialist was located in Savannah, so my father made the transfer there.”

      “Crusty’s from Savannah? I thought he might be from the South with that hint of an accent, but I wasn’t sure.”

      A twinge of surprise nipped her. Danny seemed close to these people, and yet they didn’t even know the most basic facts about his background. “We were neighbors. Best friends since elementary school.”

      Laughter rode the wind, Bo flirting with Hannah as she cooed over his generosity with the bicycles.

      Mary Elise smiled, pool memories merging with bike-riding jaunts. “Daniel even taught me to ride a bicycle. I was catching a lot of ribbing from the neighbors over being eight and still using training wheels. I’d fallen once before.” She pointed to the scar on her knee. “One day he got a wrench and took off the training wheels, presenting me with my shiny, dangerous two-wheeler. No way did I want to climb back on that bike again. But somehow when Danny told me I could do it, that this time would be different, I believed him.”

      Again Daniel scooped a passing Trey into the air for a cannonball splash, but without any repeat protests from Trey. Daniel inspired trust with his oozing confidence and invincibility. Only, the stakes were so much higher now than a dunking or scraped knee.

      Darcy angled back on her elbows. “I can just see you sailing down that sidewalk, red pigtails streaming behind you while Danny whooped it up cheering you on.”

      Mary Elise smiled at the memory close to the one Darcy described. Those soaring two minutes of freedom were incredible. Until… “I broke my wrist.”

      Handful of sunflower seeds pausing midway to her mouth, Darcy flinched. “Ouch.”

      Mary Elise nodded. He’d gotten her right back on that bike again the minute her cast had been sawed off, albeit running alongside her to steady the handlebars. But unbending in his assertion that she could do it. She wasn’t going to enter the fourth grade with training wheels.

      “I was really clumsy in those days, arms and legs tangling. I did fine pedaling downhill on the straight and narrow, but once it came time to turn. Bam. Right into a hundred-year-old tree. Man, did his father ever chew him out.”

      “Kinda like Darth did today at the squadron.”

      “Darth?”

      Darcy rolled her eyes. “Our private name for the new Squadron Commander. Daniel decided Evil Emperor was too long and opted for Darth, as in Darth Vader.”

      Shivering, Mary Elise remembered well the stealthy man on the runway, dark, a little menacing—and conspicuously absent from a gathering where even the prior Squadron Commander had attended.

      How bad had the reaming been? Yet Danny hadn’t shown the slightest sign of tension all afternoon while shopping. Had he needed support or a confidant earlier, and she’d been too wrapped up in her own problems to notice? She would have never let that happen in the old days.

      Of course they’d been more in tune with each other then. Still, she was surprised how much it ruffled her feathers to think of someone giving him a hard time. “Is he in trouble at work over the flight?”

      “Sort of, but not really.” Darcy waggled her hand. “Crusty has… connections. And he knows how to skirt the rules, push some boundaries, but he’s careful not to risk his job by stepping over the line.”

      Apparently, Daniel hadn’t changed much after all, merely upped the stakes of his boundary pushing.

      Darcy laced her fingers over her stomach. “Sometimes Crusty reminds me of my Max, willing to bypass recognition for the higher good of the mission. Men like those two don’t care about pinning on general. And from the shadows they make the world a better place.”

      A faraway smile played with her face before she turned to Mary Elise. “So? Will you be sticking around here? There’s always a market for good teachers, and with your overseas experience—”

      “I’m not staying.” Enough confiding. She needed to erect some barriers before she slipped into Daniel’s world along with those stories. Mary Elise cuddled the warm weight of sleeping Austin closer, her arms already aching at the impending emptiness.

      “Does Crusty know that?”

      “He will.”

      Across the chlorine waters, Daniel’s eyes met hers. Held. Mesmerizing.

      Unrelenting.

      For all his easygoing ways, Danny possessed a steely will. Well, so did she now—at least when it came to keeping herself and those around her safe. She just hoped the battle took place with them both wearing a few more clothes.
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        * * *

      

      Friendship could sure be a mixed blessing.

      Walking beside Mary Elise in the late-night surf, Daniel wasn’t certain whether to thank or curse his squadron buds. As if Darcy and Spike hadn’t already done enough for him, now they insisted on watching Trey and Austin while the boys slept so Daniel and Mary Elise could take a breather. Stroll down the beach. In the moonlight. Alone but for the occasional passerby and dim lights of distant houses.

      Thanks, pals. He jammed his fists into the pockets of his damp cutoffs. Clammy jean shorts didn’t help cool the steam of frustration. The need to act.

      Moored sailboats bobbed, wind snapping and pinging slack lines against the masts in an erratic tune. More than a walk, he wanted a solid twenty minutes with Max for feedback on the voicemail message from his father. Could be nothing. Could be something. He should be talking to Max. Or loading new games on his computer for the boys. Or plotting out flight plans to Timbuktu, just in case he got any ridiculous ideas about his new house-guest.

      Anything except taking a cornball, romantic, seaside walk with Mary Elise, their shoulders brushing every other step. He kept his eyes locked on a wooden dock fingering into the ocean. Yeah, he needed to make something happen, take action. Now would be the perfect time to lock in persuading Mary Elise to stay in the area. For the boys. Not for more moonlit walks and shared peanut butter Pop-Tarts.

      Practical, right? He would still manage the boys on his own, but could check in with Mary Elise. Maybe they could find that friendship again. As adults. Wiser adults. Without the messy emotions. He opened his mouth—

      “You are loved, Danny.”

      His jaw slammed shut. He risked a look at moonlit Mary Elise. “Uh, wanna run that by me again?”

      She slung her hair over her shoulder, her gentle curves straining against silk as creamy as her skin. “All these people jumping right in to help you. It’s amazing to see how quickly they turned out with the perfect presents. More than just liking you, they know you and perceived your needs. That’s a rare gift and you have it in abundance.”

      He might not be the most sensitive guy on the planet, but even he could see the woman had her brain wrapped around something heavy. Upsetting.

      Please, no tears. Those made him long for the bottom of a pool more than discussions of “not swimming.”

      And then the memory hit him. An image of Darcy leaning over the porch rail to shout her announcement of a baby shower, tension promptly rippling up Mary Elise’s spine. “Are you okay?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Even he’d been knocked back a step by the notion of attending a baby shower with Mary Elise eleven years too late. “I gotta admit the whole baby-shower thing blindsided me.”

      She strolled without speaking, her arms swinging as she splashed through the low sipping surf. Suddenly he found something he feared more than her tears—knowing she might have tears locked inside. The girl who’d been a willing crusader for others had always been reluctant to share her own fears. Words he hadn’t known were within him churned. Wanted out. More of that old connection urged him to fill the silence rife with her hurt. Even if he was eleven years too late in addressing a subject that no amount of back-pedaling could fix.

      For a man who thrived on logical solutions, that bit.

      Once upon a time prior to sleeping together, they’d been able to talk about anything. Surely he could recapture that ease for a short walk.

      For Mary Elise, he pushed the churning words free. “I think about him or her sometimes. Wonder what our kid would have looked like. What we’d be doing now, if…” And the question he wondered about most, even if he suspected the answer. “Whether you and I would have made it.”

      She tipped her face up to his, red hair streaming across skin turned translucent in the moonlight. “Likely not.”

      Regret dulled her eyes, stirring protector instincts stronger than any he’d felt in a job that had taken him to some of the worst battles in the world. He wanted to fight a tangible battle to swipe away the stain in her eyes from memories past. Which of course meant taking on himself.

      Way to go, bud.

      He forged ahead. “You’re probably right. My relationship history hasn’t been any better than my father’s.”

      “At least you were smart enough not to marry your mistakes.”

      He clasped her arm and urged her to stop. “You can shut that talk down right now. We may have made mistakes, you and I, but knowing you was the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      A tender smile crept over her face. “You are so sweet, Danny.”

      “Sweet?” He winced.

      She obviously had him mixed up with someone else.

      Her hand eased away as she trailed ahead. “But I wasn’t talking about us. I meant my marrying Kent.”

      Her words carried so quietly on the night air, he let them kick around in his head for a few seconds to make sure he’d heard her right.

      “So Kent McRae was a mistake?” He couldn’t stop the question. He was human after all.

      “Obviously, or I wouldn’t have divorced him.” She pulled ahead with long-legged strides that drew his eyes and his libido.

      And then her words soaked into his brain. He stopped. “You left him.” A fact that meant a lot more to him than it should. “I never knew for sure.”

      She continued ahead for five tide-swishing steps. He stood unmoving, seaweed twining around his ankles as tenaciously as thoughts of this woman. Thoughts and curiosity about the man she’d chosen to marry without the coercion of a shotgun wedding.

      Finally she spun to face him, all traces of regret and could-have-beens erased from her face. She was getting better at hiding her emotions. Much more practice and she’d be gone from him altogether, even if she never crossed the county line.

      A bizarre thought for him, a man who kept life simple. Fact based. But he knew. She was easing her way out of his world. She’d thrown him out last time. This time she would stride away with a long-legged grace.

      Her smile signaled an end to deeper discussions, another odd thought since that was usually his role.

      “Anyhow, it’s wonderful how everyone turned out for you with more than just gifts. They’re here with support, for you and the boys. You’re going to be fine.” She held his gaze for one of those long, Mary Elise moments that carried peace and intensity all at once. “I’m so happy for you, Danny. You deserve to be loved.”

      “So do you.” Where had that come from?

      He’d never been the right man for her, but that didn’t mean he didn’t want her to be happy. He’d always wanted that for her.

      Her mask slipped, not much. But enough.

      He pressed his advantage. “You don’t have to go.” Daniel closed the steps between them. “I know you’ll need your own place and a job, so why not settle in Charleston? I’m not looking for you to take on my responsibilities, but it would be good for the boys to have you close by. And I could help you relocate.”

      She backed up a step, tidewaters swirling between them. “I’m not staying here.”

      He’d expected that, realized he’d have to push her on this. He hadn’t, however, expected the jab of disappointment. Eleven years had passed just fine without her.

      Well, maybe more like the last nine of them.

      Why should a handful of days together change that? “Where are you going? Back to Savannah after all?”

      She shook her head. “I want to start over somewhere new, fresh.”

      “Where?”

      Since when was she the kind of woman who wanted to see the world? She’d been the girl who planned to settle in Savannah and fight battles with award-winning editorials that would shape the future of her hometown.

      “Midwest or up north,” she answered elusively.

      Enough of this evasion. He gripped her shoulders and drew her close, closer until the current made circles around their ankles. “What’s going on here, Mary ’Lise?”

      He tightened his hold before she could slip away from him again like the sand under his feet; and tried like crazy to ignore the sense that if she left, that would be the end. No more second or third chances to get her out of his head. He would be stuck with her haunting his mind with regrets, clinging to his thoughts like one of those whispery strands of red hair blowing over him for the rest of his life.

      They might not be able to recapture their friendship. The soft give of womanly flesh heating through his hands and sending blood straight south fast confirmed that. But he would not let this woman go until he knew she was settled, editorial pen in hand, crusades in place.

      Smiling again.

      He stepped closer and let the heat of his body filter through the air and his words. “Why haven’t you called your parents? Or anyone other than me? Don’t get me wrong, I want to be here for you, whatever you need, you know you can count on me. It doesn’t matter what happened eleven years ago. One call, and I’m there.”

      “The call was for the boys, Danny.”

      Anger chafed like the broken shells under his feet. “I know there’s not a chance you would have contacted me otherwise.”

      “Because I don’t need anything.” She softened her steely declaration with a gentle smile and hand on his forearm.

      A hand that shook.

      “You’re a good liar. You say it with a straight face, no wince, looking me right in the eye. But the thing is, I know you learned that from me after the trouble I pulled us through as kids.”

      “Then how do you know I’m not telling the truth?”

      “I’m a better liar now than I was before.” Military training and covert ops had taught him well. He raised his hand, pressed two fingers to the side of her neck, her pulse throbbing against his skin. “I can feel your lie right here.”

      Her heart rate kicked up a notch under his touch, a wariness tinting her eyes that almost stirred guilt. Almost. He wouldn’t be deterred from prying answers out of her this time.

      Eleven years ago that cornered look in her eyes might have swayed him. But not now. He’d seen the worst the world had to offer. Fought it. Conquered it more than once, and no way would he let this woman bring him down with a simple wince. He was doing this for her.

      Then the flash in her eyes shifted, she shifted, changing into a different woman, a steely, determined woman who may have visited some of those nightmares he’d experienced. He saw a different Mary Elise, but one who still sent jolts of awareness rocking through him until his gut clenched with need, his pulse now echoing hers. Hard and fast.

      Definitely hard.

      Mary Elise gripped his wrist and pulled his hand down, trailing his fingers over her collarbone until his palm flattened over her heart. “There are plenty of reasons a woman’s heart rate speeds up, Danny.”
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      Desperation chewed through her. Mary Elise wrapped her hand tighter around the warm strength of Danny’s wrist,

      It had to be desperation and fear of her past being uncovered, of others taking on the risk and danger of her foolish mistakes. She wouldn’t allow the emotions burning through her to be anything else.

      Still, why hadn’t she opted for a different distraction from Danny’s persistence? Like a leg cramp? She’d walked off the real cramps and backache, but why hadn’t she faked they were back again? Even a mad dash in the opposite direction would have made more sense than this.

      Touching. Wanting. Needing. And there weren’t nearly enough people on this patch of beach to offer chaperoning, a lone dog walker already disappearing around a dune.

      At least she had the satisfaction of knowing she’d shocked Daniel as much as herself because the man stared down at her with dark eyes, stunned silent—but not moving away. Desire curled smoky paths through her veins.

      She wanted to believe the pulsing heat came from abstinence. Except she knew better. Never had she wanted a man’s touch as much as she wanted Danny’s. Now. Right now, with a surety that if it didn’t happen soon, she would spontaneously combust.

      Danny’s brows lowered and his hand twitched back, away, callused fingers snagging on silk. Involuntary muscles held his hand firm with a strength she hadn’t known she possessed.

      And suddenly, more than ever, she wanted something to take with her when she left in four days. A memory. A kiss. The question answered about whether her imagination had exaggerated the impact of his mouth against hers.

      She couldn’t stay, so what did it matter now if she blew any chance of friendship? Her peace of mind was already shot. Yes, even fleetingly, she definitely deserved something. This.

      Him.

      “You should know what you do to my heart rate, Danny. And I think maybe I do the same to yours.” Mary Elise arched up, into him, against him, not a far stretch as he topped her by no more than four inches.

      Surprise nipped. This new man seemed so much larger than the young lover from her memories. But in her arms, he was her Danny. She took comfort in that as she leaned in to take his mouth.

      And then he wasn’t her Danny at all.

      A hungry growl of possession rumbled low in his throat. His mouth took hers right back in the kiss of a man. Not a hungry youth who, yes, had style and exuberance. But a man of intensity, strength.

      Experience.

      All man. And he made her feel all woman. A sensation she hadn’t experienced in so long she’d forgotten the heady rush of being wanted. Desired. Even while sex with Kent had been physically satisfying at the beginning, all too soon any mating had become just that. Mating. She’d been nothing more than a vessel to bear his child, and somewhere along the way had lost the wonder of being a woman.

      Danny reminded and reassured her with the bold possession of his mouth, his hands traveling down her back to urge her closer. His speeding heartbeat against her chest drummed with how much he wanted her. A precious gift she hadn’t realized she needed, and now she couldn’t face losing it.

      Losing him?

      She shuffled that thought away, too much, too dangerous, and focused on his kiss, the warm play of muscles under her hands. The roar in her ears swelled like ocean echoes in a conch shell. Somehow she knew that in years to come she would listen to a shell whisper reminders of passion.

      Drinking in the taste of him tinged with beer and memories, Mary Elise clung to his broad shoulders and the moment. A moment so much hotter than her memories, and her memories of wrapping herself around Daniel Baker had been mighty hot. Keeping her awake and hungry and longing on more than one night.

      And now after just one kiss from the adult Daniel, she feared she might never sleep again.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel gathered a fistful of Mary Elise’s hair, anchoring her sweet mouth to his, and wondered how he was going to sleep through another night on that sofa.

      What was wrong with him? He couldn’t control his shaking hands or the consuming drive to possess this woman. Now. Here. Who needed a wide inviting stretch of bed where a couple of nosy kids might spring in on them anyway?

      Kids.

      The boys. Responsibilities and life and a woman with problems she wasn’t sharing and plenty of his own she didn’t need to shoulder.

      He tore his mouth from hers, a tougher proposition than slipping past enemy radar in a combat zone. Her foot glided down his leg back into the water, moonlight sparking fiery glints in her hair. His forehead fell to rest on hers and he inhaled the scent of her honeysuckle shampoo. Of her.

      His arms draped over her shoulders, their hips still grazing a tantalizing dance against each other as his libido defied his reason. “What was that all about?”

      “You didn’t want to kiss me?”

      Oh, he wanted to and a lot more, but that didn’t make it any wiser. Not that he could lie to her. This was his doing as much as hers.

      He pressed her fingers to his neck where his pulse double-timed. “What do you think?”

      Femininity and more desire flared in her bottle-green eyes searing through half the slipping threads of his self-control. He cupped her shoulders to keep from sliding his arms around her back again. “But I don’t understand why you initiated this when you say you’re leaving.”

      She traced the line of his jaw, square, stubborn and the one thing he’d inherited from his father. He suspected he might need every ounce of that stubborn will to make it through this conversation.

      “Chalk it up to a weak moment brought on by moonlight and old memories.” She cupped his cheek, her finger tracking up to trace the small scar from that long ago bike accident. “We did make some wonderful memories together, and right now I so don’t want to think about the bad ones, if you don’t mind. We can get to those another time.”

      Waiting, he searched for the tiniest chink in her defenses, but this woman was tougher to read than the open Mary Elise from before.

      Finally her fingers fell to rest on his chest, branding his skin, except she was pushing him away.

      “Danny, as wonderful as that was, I really can’t stay.” He looked, studied. She wasn’t lying.

      “Why not? I don’t expect you to move in with me or take on responsibility for the boys. They’re mine now. But it would be nice for them to know you’re close. There are schools and newspapers here where you could work, and it’s not like you want to go back to Savannah. Heard and understood on that point. But you haven’t come up with a place you do want to be since Rubistan is out.”

      “What happens when you’re transferred? Am I supposed to follow you forever because the boys need my help? You’re not making sense, Danny, and that’s not like you.”

      Sure, he wasn’t making sense. Nothing tumbling around inside him made sense right now and that made him mad. His whole world was flipping, first his father dying, then the boys moving in. Now Mary Elise was back in his life. Once he’d depended on her to be his voice of reason, and now he didn’t want to grant her any more importance in his life, power over his thoughts.

      But he couldn’t let her walk away again with things so unresolved. He couldn’t live the rest of his life chasing redheaded women who weren’t her. “You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you? The real reason I don’t want you to go.”

      Panic flared in her eyes. She backed away. “No. Forget it. I’m not trying to do anything except convince you to—”

      He clapped a hand over her mouth. “I want you to stay.” Her eyes closed as if that would distance her from him.

      Forget the evasive garbage. He might not be Captain Happily Ever After, but he wasn’t a coward. He would find some closure for both of them. Even if it meant—he shuddered—talking about feelings.

      “The first year without you was the strangest year of my life. I kept looking for you. Picking up the phone to tell you something. Sometimes I even started talking before I realized you weren’t there. But the next year was a bit better. Then I hit a groove, moved on. Yeah, I thought about you sometimes, but I was living my life.” A life full of redheaded women. “Now it’s like those eleven years are gone, and the thought of telling you goodbye is tearing me up.”

      Her eyes drifted open, so full of pain it hit him like a load of shrapnel to the gut.

      “But, Danny, those eleven years did happen. We’re different people now.”

      He was in over his head here. But he had her talking, and he intended to press whatever advantage he could. “I’ll be straight up with you, Mary Elise. You can check my pulse if you want to prove it.” He gripped her wrist and flattened her palm to his chest again, over his heart. “I still suck at romance. Don’t want it and usually manage to screw it up if it comes my way. But I make a mighty good friend. Just ask that pool full of people.”

      Her fingers flexed in an involuntary caress. “I don’t have to ask them. I remember.”

      “Let me help you.” He gripped her shoulders to keep her from running.

      What had gotten into him that she’d become so important to him all over again? Maybe that call from his dad had messed with his head—his control—more than he’d realized. He wasn’t the kind of guy who needed more than superficial friendships, fun pals, often. But between inheriting two kids to take care of and the cryptic message from his father that he couldn’t follow up on because of those two new responsibilities, this was one of those times he could use a little backup.

      Preferably from someone he knew without question he could trust. “Tell me what’s wrong so you can stay and be my friend again.”

      The tide tugged sand from beneath their touching toes for four ripping waves and he thought maybe, just maybe he’d gotten through to her. A sigh shuddered through her and into him. Her fingers dug deeper in his skin, held. Each breath moved harder, faster through her until… What was tearing her up so much?

      Forget distance. He hauled her to his chest before she could blow him off with an evasive remark. He folded his arms around her and absorbed the tremors racking through her. “What’s going on here? Talk to me.”

      Her fingernails bit deeper into his skin, as if she couldn’t get close enough. “I’m so scared, Danny.”

      Mary Elise’s thready words barely whispered against his neck until he might have questioned his hearing. But he felt each word and all her fear soak into him along with the heat of her rapid breaths.

      His hands roved her back, no bold lover’s caress this time, instead resurrecting that friend within him.

      “Tell me,” he coaxed. “Tell me what to do for you.”

      She inched back, her hand sliding up his face again. “Oh, Danny, can’t you see that you and all this,” she slipped her hand around his neck in a sensual glide, “this tension between us that we can’t ignore is a big part of the problem? You need to believe me when I say I just can’t risk staying here with you.”

      He sifted through her words, thought back to her sparse confidences about her divorce—marrying her “mistake.” No question she closed off any time the man’s name was mentioned. How badly had the jerk hurt her?

      Although who was he to talk when he’d hurt her himself years ago? And apparently she wanted to avoid an encore.

      His arms around her twitched, muscles convulsively tensing to hold her closer, safer. As much as he wanted to reassure her, he couldn’t. He knew himself too well. So he held her and stroked her back. How long they stood there he didn’t know. Yeah, the sex and friendship might be tangled in his head, but it felt good to have her back in his arms. Finally, her breathing slowed to normal. She pulled away to let the wind slide an invisible wall between them.

      Her mouth tipped in a half smile, a friend smile as if trying to jam more bricks on that wall between them. “Since I can’t stay, do you want to have a quickie affair before I go?”

      In spite of her kiss, she didn’t mean it and they both knew it. And, yeah, while he wanted to sleep with her, stay awake with her, no way could he answer that one truthfully since it would send her running.

      He might be confused about a boatload of things at the moment, but he knew one thing for certain. She could spit out excuses until sunrise, jam layer after layer of bricks between them, and it wouldn’t change his course. More than ever they both needed closure so he didn’t spend his life chasing redheads.

      He would convince her to stay. He considered himself a master at tactics, his logical mind paying off big time in that arena. And a strategic retreat to regroup seemed the wisest battle plan.

      Picking up her attempt at a lighthearted escape out of a land mine discussion, Daniel resurrected his best-bud smile and slung his arm around her shoulders. “Well, friend, if we do opt for that quickie, let’s make sure at least one of us thinks to bring condoms this time.”
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        * * *

      

      Four days later, Daniel poured his third cup of coffee and scooped up a second peanut-butter-topped Pop-Tart. Only a week into his leave time and he’d made decent strides at settling the boys, thanks to Mary Elise, the master list maker.

      Her lists picked up speed and length by the minute as if she had to get everything documented for him before she left. If they brushed chests passing in the kitchen, she logged the boys’ favorite foods. An accidental walk in on her in her underwear—lime-green satin, heaven help him—and she’d spent an entire afternoon penning every childhood story she could remember the boys’ parents ever sharing.

      And he was running out of excuses for her to stay.

      The boys were enrolled and ready to start school in another week, after Thanksgiving break. House hunting would come after Christmas. He’d interviewed a battalion of nannies and lucked into a woman he could swear was a clone of Alice from the Brady Bunch, no less. If things went much better, Mary Elise would hit the road by sundown.

      Which should be cause for rejoicing since he was losing his mind locked in the condo with her. The bunk beds might be offering the boys a better night’s sleep, but visions of Mary Elise alone in his queen-size bed had him twisted into trigonometric knots. Their attraction multiplied exponentially by the minute, thanks to one kiss on the beach.

      But she would be gone soon. He could see it in her eyes even as she smiled and went through the motions of helping the boys start a new life. He knew her too well, and what parts he didn’t remember from before or had changed over the years, he’d relearned with alarming speed.

      That same crusader spirit of hers also made for a mighty stubborn woman. It could well be his smart, crusader buddy knew what a rotten risk he was.

      Sagging onto his sofa, Daniel sifted through the junk mail he’d ignored earlier in the week, tearing and pitching now that he finally had a free moment.

      Free minutes sucked. Busy was better. He’d already run, worked out, showered and changed into his flight suit for a quick stop by the squadron.

      But still the rest of the house snoozed on, so he would keep quiet. He felt guilty enough over how much he was demanding of Mary Elise. Her pale exhaustion tugged at him. Sure he wanted her to stay, but not because he and the boys had made her sick, for heaven’s sake.

      Shuffling the pile, he saved pizza coupons. Tore a vacation giveaway sweepstakes. Flipped over a flyer on a local women’s clinic, complete with stats on infertility and other birth control factoids.

      He ripped that sucker in half. “Where was this when I could have used it eleven years ago?”

      Daniel pitched the rest of the stack back onto the coffee table, brochures and flyers skidding into a fan across the glass top. A quick glance at the clock told him Spike wouldn’t be up yet. Of course, the guy would have come by the night before if there had been any more on the voicemail, since he’d turned the tape over to the CIA for analysis.

      He had to hope his father had simply called about Mary Elise and not anything related to his death the next day. Otherwise, the international implications in an already rocky region boggled his mind. As if the military wasn’t already maxed from the recent conflicts. Just what they needed, another Afghanistan on their hands.

      Feet shuffled down the hall, easing Daniel back to the present, home life overriding big world. He glanced up and found…a buck-naked Austin.

      He sighed. Another load of laundry. Who’d have thought two kids could quadruple the wash load? The math defied logic.

      Austin danced from bare foot to foot. “I gotta go.” Uh-oh. The potty dance. No arguing with that.

      Sprinting across the carpet, Daniel scooped his brother up under his armpits. No direct pressure to the bladder. And face the kid forward. He’d learned that one the hard way. Nope, he didn’t plan to add his own clothes to the packed hamper before he’d even finished breakfast. “Why’d you take off your pull-ups, pal?”

      “Gotta go.”

      He sighed. Hard. He didn’t even want to check out that bed. His revamped budget would have to stretch to cleaning help as well as a nanny.

      Daniel sidestepped discarded pj’s and performed a military pivot round the corner into the bathroom. He plopped Austin on the tile floor in front of the neon-green plastic attachment to the john.

      Yep, his bachelor digs now sported a training seat. He liked the kid and all. Even Trey wasn’t a major pain in the butt anymore, his snotty attitude having downgraded to minor pain in the ass, with the occasional quip that actually had Daniel laughing the minute the kid left the room.

      He was managing. Doing okay. But that training seat pushed it.

      Austin climbed up the step and took aim. Daniel leaned against the doorjamb and waited. And waited. Man, the kid was going like a racehorse. Daniel snagged the footed pj’s off the hall carpet along with the pull-up.

      Huh?

      Well, what do ya’ know? The thing was dry.

      He spun back to Austin. “Way to go, bud.”

      “Oo-rah.” With a big-toothed grin, Austin reached over the sink and pumped purple soap from a dinosaur dispenser.

      The spare room door cracked open, Trey stepping out, his yawn closing into a frown. Big surprise. Not. “Wanna hold the party down? Some of us are trying to sleep.”

      Austin’s smile faltered, and Daniel vowed he’d slip peanut butter and marshmallow sandwiches in the kid’s lunch for a week if Trey didn’t ditch the attitude at light speed.

      “We’re celebrating Austin staying dry through the night. And so should you, pal, since Austin sleeps on the top bunk.”

      A grin tugged Trey’s somber face. He held up a high-five palm.

      Austin launched off the footstool and smacked his brother’s hand, shouting, “Oo-rah!”

      “Hoo-ya,” Trey parried with the Navy grunt, anything other than a nod to the Air Force.

      Yesterday Trey had chanted an Army cadence as he circled the pool. The day before that he’d taped a computer printout of the “Marine Hymn” to Daniel’s bag of licorice—a bag that was suspiciously light.

      Trey let loose another hoo-ya. Daniel snorted on a chuckle. Trey turned, a wicked glint sparking his brown eyes. The way would never be easy with this kid, but at least Trey had found his sense of humor.

      Daniel burrowed a hand into a laundry basket—of clean stuff, he hoped —and yanked free a pair of Austin’s shorts and a T-shirt. Once they passed a quick sniff test, he tossed them to the little guy. “What do ya’ say we head out to IHOP for breakfast before I swing by base so Mary Elise can sleep in?”

      Guilt bit over how he’d kept her up late more than once grilling her about where she’d go. What she’d do. Of course, now he wondered if maybe she did have a plan and just didn’t care to share it with him.

      “Can I have pancakes?” Austin cheered, pushing his head through his wrong-side-out T-shirt.

      “IHOP?” Trey echoed with a shrug and an almost disguised grin. “Yeah, I guess that’s okay, even if it is a regular hangout for you Chair Force dudes.”

      “Don’t push your luck, kid.” He thumped Trey in the stomach with his shoes.

      Eyes well off the master bedroom door, Daniel charged down the hall. He would leave a note and let her sleep. He wasn’t up for resisting a sleep-mussed Mary Elise, anyway.

      She might be stubborn, but so was he, and he had reinforcements. Each day that passed, it was obvious she loved Trey and Austin. The boys were his trump card for convincing her to stay.

      He locked the front door while his brothers sprinted toward Darcy Renshaw’s sports car easing into her parking spot after her night flight. The boys launched at her as she stepped out. She had to be dead on her feet but didn’t wince. He owed Wren and Max more than he could repay.

      Daniel finished bolting the door and turned to thumb the remote on the truck lock. “Come on, fellas,” he called, striding down the walkway past the mailboxes. “Leave Wren alone so she can go to sleep. Let’s get a move on, or I’m ordering Trey chocolate chip pancakes.”

      “Eww!” Trey’s exaggerated gag drifted across the lot.

      “You’re talking to a man who ate rabbit eyeballs in survival training. I’m not impressed with your bellyaching about the menu, kid.”

      When Trey didn’t snap a ready comeback, Daniel glanced over his shoulder. Wren was long gone, Trey and Austin now standing with some businessman, tie flapping in the breeze over his shoulder.

      Alarms jangled in his head. Not the work instincts he’d come to expect and trust, but a strange new protectiveness. Didn’t schools teach kids not to talk to strangers?

      Daniel charged forward. “Come on, boys. Now.”

      Trey jogged toward him, dragging Austin by one hand. “That man was just asking about the condos, said he’s thinking about moving here.”

      “Yeah, well, the guy’s outta luck, then.” He knew full well there weren’t any condos available since he’d already called to check that out for himself in the midst of a stupid whim thinking maybe he could coerce Mary Elise into staying a few doors down.

      Just to be close to the boys, of course. And because he wanted to help her as much as she’d helped him. Not because he couldn’t stomach the thought of her long-legged stride walking out of his life.

      Daniel scooped Austin up under one arm and “flew” him to the truck. “We’ll talk about staying away from strangers some more over your milk, kid.”

      Austin stretched his arms out, airplane-style. “That man’s got funny birds on his tie.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Daniel swung Austin upright and snapped him into the car seat with a newfound skill.

      Tucking behind the wheel, Daniel watched the man cross the parking lot to the main office. Okay, that seemed to support his claim of condo hunting. Instincts were there for a reason, however.

      He popped open the glove compartment and snagged a pad and pencil, jotting the license plate number on the guy’s Mercedes. He’d get Spike to run the number when he checked in about the voicemail.

      Daniel shifted the truck into reverse and glanced over his shoulder. Two pairs of brown eyes stared back at him. Those eyes filled with trust, albeit begrudging on Trey’s part, until something twisted inside Daniel. He’d been so busy thinking about how he would do his duty and take care of them, he’d never even seen it coming.

      These weren’t trump cards.

      They were his brothers, his blood, not just some burdensome responsibility. They needed more from him than a set of bunk beds and a ride to school. And if he felt this much for the two runts after only a week…

      As much as he wanted to break through whatever walls Mary Elise had erected between them, if he screwed up again—a likely scenario—two sets of trusting brown eyes would pay as well. A prospect a lot more daunting than the addition of a neon-green training seat to his bachelor condo.
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      Mary Elise tugged the T-shirt over her knees, chin resting on her folded arms, and listened to the door slam as Daniel and the boys headed out for breakfast. The scent of bay rum—of Danny—drifted up from the rumpled sheets where she’d lain awake, too aware of him with every breath.

      As if sleeping in the soft warmth of his shirt wasn’t tempting enough. Almost as tempting as the fading echo of his laughter mingled with Austin’s giggles and a repeat hoo-ya from Trey.

      She was so proud of Danny.

      He’d pulled it together with his brothers. Sure, they’d only been together about a week, and no doubt more bumps would jostle them in the future. Trey was still prickly, but Daniel had his number. Austin would adjust faster because of his youth. The rest would sort out, now that they’d begun to forge a family unit.

      They didn’t need her anymore. Her suitcase waited in a corner, calling to be packed.

      She’d known he could manage—smart, determined, with a heart bigger and softer than he realized. She worried more about him submerging his own needs. The boys would be fine. But what about Daniel? The friend inside her wanted to be the one to take care of him in what would still be an incredibly stressful time.

      The woman within her just flat-out wanted to take him.

      Her gaze gravitated toward the half-open closet to Daniel’s uniforms dangling across two-thirds of the space. How such neatly hung clothes could end up wrinkled within seconds of hitting his body defied logic.

      But then, Daniel was as complex a puzzle as the artwork and toys he favored.

      From the closet rod, the deep blue of a formal uniform gave way to the lighter blue shirts, shifted to splotchy green military camouflage, desert-tan camo, then flight suits in both green and beige. All shapes of hats. Vests with canteens dangling and a scary-looking knife attached but sheathed in black leather. The Daniel who’d streaked grease paint on his face to jump a fence had turned his hobby into a profession. Or perhaps it hadn’t been a hobby, just a sense of direction from the cradle.

      Pride hummed through her anew over the man he’d become. And, oh, my, was he ever a man. The heat of his kiss from the beach still tingled along her nerves. Tough not to think about it while she sat in his bed.

      Mary Elise thunked her forehead against her hands folded over her knees. She could laze around feeling sorry for herself. Or she could shake off the blahs and get her butt in gear. Be satisfied that she had helped Danny build a strong foundation for a future with the boys in a few short days.

      Get up, get a move on. And pretend her heart wasn’t breaking in two.

      Snick. The click of the front door opening echoed through the condo. Daniel must have forgotten something. Facing him now when sleep still mussed her defenses seemed a reckless move. Time to hit the shower.

      She swung her feet over the edge of the bed and arched up to stretch out sore muscles, vowing to visit a clinic first thing in the morning. But after her mother’s endless doctor appointments, live-in nurses, medicine bottles lining the kitchen windowsill, Mary Elise hated admitting to a physical weakness.

      Prideful. Silly. Reckless. She could almost hear Danny ticking through her illogical reasoning.

      Whipping the well-worn T-shirt over her head, she padded to his master bathroom. For the last time. Once Daniel and the boys returned, she would have to say her goodbyes.

      The shower spray hit her with stinging needles of heat.

      Stay.

      Danny’s words from the beach rolled over her in a tidal wave. Give their friendship another chance.

      Friendship? Thoughts of him walking around the condo looking for Austin’s favorite blanket while she stood naked in the shower led her mind to thoughts far from friend-like.

      Honestly, she wanted to stay. And, yes, she even wanted to try again. The friendship. Maybe even more. The past days with Danny and the boys had been…everything.

      Mary Elise snagged her bottle of shampoo from beside Daniel’s. How could she escape the fact that she had to leave? To stay another day would be selfish and not worth the risk. Life seemed to be telling her in a hundred different ways that Kent was still out there.

      Returning to the States had brought old memories forward. Stronger. Which likely heightened her emotions to super-sensitivity. Or perhaps her subconscious was tormenting her so she wouldn’t be tempted to stay.

      And that made her mad.

      Her hands slowed in working the shampoo through her hair. Where was the fear? The ache over Kent’s betrayal? All she could feel was a stinging anger like soap in her eyes over all Kent had taken from her.

      Seeing herself through Danny’s eyes reminded her how far she’d strayed from her essential self. First, losing pieces of her will through Kent’s subtle control, then later by hiding while she licked her wounds.

      Strength seeped into her with each waft of steam carrying the lingering scent of Daniel’s aftershave. Yes, she had to leave. She accepted that. But she didn’t have to cower.

      She would fight back, scavenge for a plan to reclaim her life. Plans were in short supply at the moment, beyond saving to finance a private detective, but already the renewed strength fueled determination. How odd that until a few days ago she hadn’t realized just how much had been stolen from her.

      And once she had her life back?

      Simply because she’d reclaimed her inner self didn’t make her any more right for Danny than she’d been eleven years before. Not that he was even the same person. Parts of Danny remained, mingled with the newer, darker Daniel. Even if he stayed single after however long it took her to reclaim her life…

      She didn’t know. But for the first time in years, she knew she wanted to dare. To dream. And the steamy whispers of possibility made packing somehow easier and tougher at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Mary Elise, where ya’ going?” Austin piped from four steps ahead as he sprinted into the condo, his blankie dragging.

      Going? Daniel’s brain went numb.

      He stood in the open doorway staring at Mary Elise’s suitcase, and couldn’t process what he was seeing.

      How strange since his mind never stopped working. Never. His thoughts always operated three paces ahead of his feet, and his feet were mighty fast even on a bad day.

      And thanks to Austin’s question, this promised to be a crummy day. Once again Mary Elise flipped his world.

      Daniel double-timed into the condo, his boots traveling ahead of his reason. He charged past the boys, stopping toe-to-toe with Mary Elise and her small suitcase.

      Austin shuffled to a stop in front of her, his bottom lip trembling.

      Mary Elise knelt eye level with Austin’s blueberry-syrup-stained face. She licked her thumb and swiped it over his cheek until the smudge disappeared. “Well, sweetie, it’s time for me to get a place of my own.”

      “Why ya’ gotta go? I want you to stay.”

      “I’d like to stay, too. But this isn’t my home.”

      He hitched his blanket under his nose and sniffed. “Are you gonna be close? Are we gonna see you again?”

      She smoothed back sweaty brown curls off his forehead. “You bet you will.” She answered the latter question while avoiding the first. “It may take a while for me to get everything… settled, but I’ll be back here to see you sometime. And when I come back, I want you to show me all your new dives into the pool, and I’ll bet you won’t even need water wings anymore.”

      Danny could see the tears in her eyes. Why was she doing this to herself? To the boys.

      To him. “Mary Elise, let’s talk without the boys here.”

      “Daniel, I’ll be sending you the money I owe you for all the clothes and such. And I made a list of things Austin and Trey have mentioned wanting for Christmas.” She avoided his eyes by rifling through her suitcase with jerky agitation. “Where did I put them?”

      Trey leaned forward to tug the side zipper pouch. “Are they in here?”

      “I don’t think so. I haven’t used that pocket yet.”

      “But it’s half-zipped.”

      Did the kid have to flipping help her out the door with a hoo-ya just to irritate him?

      “Hmm.” She yanked open the zipper and jammed her hand inside. “Maybe I put it in here without think—”

      She shrieked. Her hand whipped back out of the bag. Blood dripped from her fingertip. “Ouch.”

      Daniel knelt beside her, pressing his thumb to the pinprick. “Trey, run back to the bathroom and get one of those Winnie the Pooh Band-Aids.”

      Maybe he could stretch this into a trip to the hospital for a tetanus shot to buy him some time to talk her around. Or he could stand here and hold her hand for another hour and stare into the prettiest eyes he’d ever seen. Mary Elise tugged her hand free and stuck her finger in her mouth. She looked away, taking all that endless green with her.

      Prying open the side pouch, she peered inside. Color drained from her already-pale face. Swaying, she withdrew a small medicine bottle for a shot.

      Daniel supported her shoulders with one arm and grabbed the bag from her. A syringe lay in the side pouch, and from the stunned glaze in Mary Elise’s eyes, it didn’t belong there. Instincts went on full alert. Something wasn’t right.

      Trey charged back down the hall, Band-Aids waving from his hand like banners. “Got it. Two of them. One Tigger and one Ee-yore.”

      “Thanks, pal.” Daniel snagged the bandages and wrapped an orange Tigger Band-Aid around the tip of Mary Elise’s finger. “How about you fellas take your Game Boys to your room for a minute.”

      Austin’s bottom lip trembled. “But I wanna say goodbye to Mary Elise.”

      “I promise you’ll get to.” He scruffed a hand through the tousled curls.

      “Meanwhile, let me see if I can talk her into staying a little longer.” Mary Elise exhaled, shaking free whatever had gripped her. “Please, Trey? Could you keep Austin busy for a bit? I promise not to go anywhere without talking to you first.”

      Trey shuffled from foot to foot, then shrugged. “Yeah, okay, but I want eggplant parmesan for supper.”

      Daniel faked a smile. “Sure kid, whatever.”

      Trey yanked his little brother by the arm, promises of Pokémon fading with the close of their bedroom door.

      Anger on a tight rein, Daniel jabbed a finger toward her. “Cut it out. I’m not letting you leave until you tell me exactly what’s going on.”

      Mary Elise sunk back on her bottom. “I’ve messed up so bad.”
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        * * *

      

      Mary Elise forced her hand to stay steady around the empty bottle, willed her teeth not to chatter. Still, the shaking swelled inside her. She’d tried so hard to weigh the options and make the right choices to keep the boys from being traumatized. Yet, once the cargo plane had become airborne, her life had spiraled out of control until every option absolutely stunk.

      Even if little Austin hadn’t been frightened to the point of being immobilized and she could have run right away, Daniel would have been curious. Which would have led him—and therefore the boys—directly to Kent.

      Except Kent had found her anyway.

      She’d expected fear, and yes, fear stirred a storm within her. But she hadn’t anticipated the blind explosion of fury.

      How dare he do this to her? To the family she’d grown to care about so much? Rhetorical questions that served no purpose. Kent dared anything. And now she had to tell Daniel. Surely he would understand he needed to stay near the boys, he needed to protect them. Once he heard the truth, he would realize the farther all three were from her now, the better.

      A horrific notion took root. She knew Kent had planted the bottle, but when? Her mind echoed with the rustlings when she’d showered. “Danny, once you and the boys left for IHOP, did you come back to pick up anything?”

      “No.” Impatience stamped his face. “The boys stopped to talk with Wren for a minute and then we left. What’s going on here?”

      She flattened a hand to the carpet, slumping back against the couch. Nausea roiled. Bile burned. She dropped the bottle like a snake onto the glass-topped coffee table. “This isn’t mine. Someone broke into the condo and put it here.”

      Kent, the man who dared anything and respected no boundaries, had placed it there while she was in the shower. Incredulity furrowed Daniel’s brow, feeding her worries that he wouldn’t believe her, either.

      “What for? Regardless, though,” he reached for the cell on the chrome end table, “we need to call the cops, now.”

      “Wait…” She lurched to the side, flinging her hands over the phone, the pinprick forgotten in a new panic.

      He paused mid-reach. “The longer we wait, the farther away whoever it was will get.”

      “I know who it was, and no way is he anywhere near here now. He’s left his message and will undoubtedly leave another, but not today.”

      His hand fell back to his knee as he sank down beside her. “Run that by me again?”

      “I know who planted it there. Or at least I know who was responsible.” And she prayed she hadn’t made a huge mistake in lingering at Danny’s this long.

      “Want to share that nugget? Because I’m getting pretty torqued off thinking about someone slipping in here when the boys may have been around.”

      “The boys are fine.” She would have never stayed at Danny’s for so much as one night if she’d thought for a second Kent would come near the boys. He’d always been precise in his sanctimonious anger. “It’s me he wants to rattle.”

      “He?”

      “My ex-husband.”

      “Your ex did this? How can you be sure? You haven’t even let him know you’re here.” His eyes narrowed with a glint of…jealousy? “Have you?”

      “No! Of course not. But somehow he must have found out.” She nudged the bottle beside a stack of junk mail on the table. “Only he would think to leave behind a medicine bottle with my name on it, used back when we were married.”

      Medicines to increase fertility.

      A bottle from one of her daily shots.

      As much as she hated giving Daniel details, she had to convince him, for his own safety and the boys’. “Kent didn’t take our breakup well. He pulled stunts like this all the time right after I left him.”

      “You still haven’t explained why you know this is from him.”

      “I had difficulty conceiving. We tried…everything. I wanted to adopt. Kent wanted to keep trying for a biological child.” She couldn’t make herself tell him about the miscarriages. Her precious son born too early. But Daniel needed to know her suspicions, no matter how paranoid they sounded. “I think maybe this wasn’t the first time he’s attempted to rattle me since I returned to the States. There was a plant mixed in with your neighbor’s potted garden, a plant that’s supposed to promote fertility. I thought it was a coincidence, and now I’m not so sure. I’m so very sorry for not telling you then.”

      Daniel’s hand fell to rest beside the bottle, inching over to straighten the stack of junk mail beside it with an odd precision. “Why not just contact you?”

      Long-buried resentment clawed its way to the surface, having been denied light too long, due to her more basic survival needs of the past year. “Because he’s a sick individual who enjoys tormenting me. God, I could go on forever. Regardless, he’s a monster, Danny. And I’m so, so sorry for bringing him anywhere near the boys. I didn’t think there was any way he could know where I was. Even if he’d tracked me to Rubistan, it’s not like my leaving the country was exactly out in the open.”

      “You went to Rubistan to get away from him?”

      “I’d have gone to the moon to get away from Kent McRae.” She pushed out the words she’d told her parents, only to be patted on the hand and ignored by them. “Danny, my ex-husband was more than just a mistake. He’s dangerous.”

      “The bastard hit you?” Daniel’s eyes flamed.

      He canted forward, already on the offensive just as she’d predicted. As much as her heart cheered his ready acceptance, she also feared his reaction. With her own anger building by the microsecond, how would she stay calm enough through the rest of her explanation to keep him from going ballistic? She forced herself to sit still when her feet wanted nothing more than to pace out the edgy bite of emotions.

      She shook her head. “No. He never raised a hand to me. He’s much more subtle than that, like with leaving this old medication bottle. You can call the police, but what are they going to do? Unless we can prove he broke in here, they’ll just issue another restraining order, all the while looking at me like I’m a hysterical woman because I don’t have bruises to show for proof.”

      Sometimes she wondered if things might not have spiraled down so horribly if only she’d left sooner, once Kent started changing from the charming man she’d married into a manipulative control freak. Easy to second-guess now with hindsight, but at the time she’d let guilt blind her to the signs. Deep in her heart she’d been certain the fault was hers because, God help her, she didn’t love Kent as much as she’d once loved Daniel.

      The guilt had torn her. She’d chosen to marry Kent, after all. She owed him better than she’d given him, half of herself. Now from the clearer perspective of distance, she wondered if he’d somehow sensed her feelings and manipulated them all the more to persuade her to give him whatever he wanted.

      Daniel shoved to his feet, pacing enough to wear tread marks in the carpet with his boots. “We’ll get another restraining order. I’m here to help keep space between you and the jerk before things turn violent. Mary Elise, you can’t just keep running.”

      “It’s too late for that. I know this may be difficult to take in. There are certainly plenty of people out there who think I’m only out to tarnish his reputation. But Kent went off the deep end when I left him.” She closed her eyes and sucked in air to keep her voice steady. What would she do if Danny didn’t accept her story?

      Mary Elise rose to her feet. She didn’t have a choice but to make him believe her. He stood with his back to her, which seemed the perfect time to tell him. She wouldn’t have to see his skepticism. Not right away.

      “Danny, I moved to Rubistan because Kent hired a hit man to kill me.” Even the words chilled her. She tamped down the images and concentrated on reading Daniel.

      Tension rippled the muscles along his shoulders in visible waves under his flight suit, but still he didn’t turn. Thank God, because she wasn’t sure she could keep talking if she found disbelief on his face. But she would talk, had to. She wasn’t the wounded woman who ran to Rubistan to heal anymore.

      “Shortly after I left him, I suspected I was being followed, but I thought it was just Kent and more of his hurtful messages, like the bottle or the plant. Then a man with a gun caught me getting out of my car in front of my apartment. He planned to fake my suicide.” The remembered cold press of the gun to her temple pushed through her concentration. “He told me Kent had sent him. Even gave me a message from Kent no one else could have known.”

      Her secret name for their last child, a name she hadn’t dared share with anyone except Kent because she couldn’t take the hesitant looks from people if she dared be hopeful.

      “I realize it sounds crazy. God knows the cops and even my parents were skeptics.” She winced. Great. Way to go giving him the idea if he hadn’t already thought of it himself. “I never dreamed something like that could happen to me. It seems the sort of story you only hear about from celebrities or in tabloids. But it happens. It happened to me.”

      She waited.

      And waited, reassuring herself that no matter what his reaction, she would hang tough. She would be strong and walk out the door today despite Danny’s offer to help. The time had come for her to deal with the shambles Kent had made of her life, but she couldn’t do it here. She’d leave to protect the boys. To protect Danny.

      Slowly he pivoted on his boot heel with military precision. Fury vibrated through him, so tightly reined the low hum of rage reached to her from across the room. Not at her, but for her.

      He believed her.

      She reached back for the arm of the sofa and let herself sit. Relief rattled her teeth for three blessed seconds. Until she realized that yes, he believed her, and planned to right the wrong done to her.

      Any veneer of civilized niceties peeled away from him in strips, leaving behind raw man. Man at his most elemental protector self, a primal essence that centuries ago enabled him to charge into battle with only a sword in his hand or a knife between his teeth.

      To protect.

      What should have brought her breath-stealing relief instead chilled her. Daniel—she couldn’t think of him as Danny right now—yes, Daniel would throw away his life to keep her safe. Looking deep into his eyes, she knew without question.

      Kent was a dead man.
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      Daniel deadened his emotions.

      His brain assumed control, assimilated information. Video chirps and blasts reverberated from behind the boys’ closed bedroom door. Two little boys he was almost certain had come inches away from Kent McRae in the parking lot earlier. A sick individual who’d dared to walk into Daniel’s apartment. Who’d dared breathe the same air as Mary Elise.

      A tic twitched the corner of Daniel’s eye. Yeah, deadened inside was better. Otherwise the molten rage bubbling deep within him would melt his logic with a burning need to take out the monster.

      No doubt Kent McRae had tried his scare tactics before with that junk-mail brochure. Coincidental that it landed in the mail this week? Not a chance. And he would pay.

      But first, get the facts straight. Make a plan. And don’t fall victim to the distraction of vulnerable green eyes. “How long?”

      “How long what?” She lifted the phone from the end table and placed it on her knees, as if that could keep him from dialing the cops if he chose.

      He let her have her phone victory for the moment. He needed every ounce of information he could wring out of her before he spoke to them, anyway. “When did you leave for Rubistan?”

      “I started the teaching job at the embassy school a year ago.” A job his father had arranged for her.

      More anger piled on top of a towering load. She hadn’t even considered coming to him with this. Later he would deal with the fact that he would have to reassess his father’s call from Rubistan shortly before his death.

      His dad hadn’t been informing him about Mary Elise’s arrival. In fact, had known about her slimeball ex and hadn’t bothered to share with Daniel, another betrayal from a man he already resented like crazy. A man he would never have the chance to chew out.

      But Franklin Baker had kept her safe.

      As much as Daniel wished he could have been the one she’d run to, he owed his father a debt for keeping her alive so she could sit there on his sofa and frustrate him with every defensive twitch of her head. Sunlight through the window glinted along the wet sheen of her hair.

      She’d been in the shower.

      Mary Elise had been vulnerable in the shower while McRae had rifled her bags. Walked through Daniel’s place. Touched everything that was his.

      Whoa. Full speed emergency stop on a short runway. Mary Elise was not his.

      Wrong.

      She was under his roof. Under his protection. And yes, she’d once been his. If he hadn’t allowed the ties to be severed between them, she would have come to him. This might well have never happened at all.

      Anger and guilt tangoed big-time. “You should have told me everything when we landed. Even before that.”

      “This isn’t your problem. It’s mine. I didn’t mean to bring you in at all. You were right that crawling into the crate was a mistake.” She speared her fingers through her tangled mass of wet hair. “But I still don’t know how I could have sent those boys off with Austin crying. The guard would have been on them in a minute. And once I was in that crate, everything rolled out of control so fast.”

      He backed up a step to keep from yanking her close again. Thoughts of her risking her life a few days ago hammered too hard and fast on the out-of-control mess at their feet right now. “That’s a crock, Mary Elise. You know I would have been there for you. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Maybe there’s a better answer somewhere, but I did the best I could.” She freed a lock of damp hair twisted around a gold hoop earring, no doubt to avoid looking at him. “God knows Kent told me what a screw-up I was often enough. I know better. I do. But sometimes it’s just hard to trust your instincts. Not everyone can be so all-fired certain their choices are perfect, like you are, Danny.”

      Daniel’s slowing steps drew him to her with the seeping realization from her words. He may not agree with her choice to stay silent, yet there was no question but that this woman selflessly had his brothers’ best interest at heart. Always.

      She was scared and he was grilling her. Way to go, bud.

      He brushed her hand aside and finished untwisting the hair from her earring. “Come on, Mary Elise, don’t clam up now. This is too important for you to deal me half parcels of truth.”

      “Yes, Danny, I do know you, and I knew you’d be just like this. That you’d throw yourself in the middle of my mess, which is the last thing I want for you. Or for those boys.”

      His fingers gripped tighter around the silky lock. “You would have left today, without telling me.”

      “Of course,” she answered without even a blink.

      More of that anger and something else he didn’t want to define scratched through the numbed state. Letting her go eleven years ago had been the toughest thing he’d ever done. And yet she could just write him off. She’d put the boys first and once they didn’t need her anymore, she was gone. Over and done without a wince about losing him.

      That bit. Too much.

      “Yes, I would have left. Would that have been the right decision? Have any of my choices been the best option? God, I don’t know.” Her steady gaze pinned him. “Where is it written that every choice is clear cut? Even in your logical brain, there’s got to be room for shades of gray. And who says that we’re perfect and had better make the perfect, right decision or we’re too stupid to live?”

      She clenched her hands by her sides. “Kent told me for years I was defective. Incompetent. Incomplete, if I didn’t live my life his way. I almost bought into it. Almost. But I got away. And will not let you take away something harder to rebuild than you’ll ever understand.”

      Her voice didn’t so much as quaver. But pain laced her words. Psychological warfare on the home front.

      He’d studied and experienced the power of mental mind games in the POW phase of military survival training. And for her, the propaganda had come from someone she had every right to trust, someone who’d vowed to love and cherish her.

      When had anyone cherished this woman?

      While he didn’t agree with her decisions, he understood how she’d arrived there. She’d been betrayed by her husband and her parents. Why should she trust him, someone who’d already let her down before?

      Yet even as he saw the wounded pieces of her, he couldn’t mistake the grit. She may not have made his kind of choices, but she’d kept right on moving. He’d seen bravery and cowardice in a hundred different forms. And, no doubt about it, he was in awe of this woman right now.

      She inched her hair from between his fingers. “Are we clear? I’m leaving, and I’ll be careful. I’m going to find a private investigator and try to put an end to this. But I can’t let it touch you and the boys anymore. I only told you this much so you’re aware and can be careful for their sakes. I did not tell you so you could launch into a commando protector and solve my problems for me. I am leaving.”

      Not a chance.

      She wasn’t taking one step out that door without him five steps in front of her, between her and whatever waited. Daniel shook off the sentimental fog, emotional stuff that would distract him, get her hurt. She could make this easy. Or she could make it tough.

      Mary Elise picked up her suitcase.

      Okay, so it would be tough.

      Ducking a shoulder into her stomach, Danny hefted her up. She gasped, deep. No doubt, she was gonna get vocal.

      Planting a hand on her legs, he forestalled her with, “Shout and you’ll upset the boys.”

      “Danny,” she threatened through gritted teeth. “Put me down.” Her suitcase thumped his leg.

      Deliberate? Or accidental.

      Ow.

      Deliberate.

      Daniel lowered her onto the sofa. On her back. Already she arched up. Something snapped in her eyes. All that Mary Elise calm and restraint unraveled into a tangle as convoluted as her hair twisting through her hoop earrings. Any minute she would lose it, and he couldn’t let that happen, for her or his brothers.

      Daniel dropped, to his knees beside the sofa and took her hand. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      She snatched her fingers away and sat up. “I’m tired of people controlling my life.”

      No way could he let her fly out of the apartment like this. She glared at him, her green eyes sparking with a mix of fury and a desperation that knocked him harder than her punch. She wasn’t fighting him, but rather some demon he couldn’t combat until she let him in.

      But he never, never wanted to frighten her. As much as he knew of the old Mary Elise, he was beginning to realize he would need new instincts in dealing with this wary woman.

      He gentled his grip. “Southern boys get particularly irritated when you talk bad about their mamas. Now hush up and listen for a minute.” He trailed a finger down to loosen a strand of hair clinging to her full bottom lip. “You know I would never hurt you.”

      She stilled under his touch. Back and forth, he traced the pad of his thumb over the giving softness of her mouth, felt the steamy rushes of breath gust over his skin.

      Into him.

      Her eyes darkened to that deep green of late summer grass. Oh, yeah, he remembered the shade well, felt the hitch in her breath that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with wanting.

      Her face rose to meet him as he angled forward. Mouth to mouth. Lightly. Then more. Adrenaline and heat and too long not touching sent his hands into the pooling mass of her hair.

      He needed to hold her again and kiss her senseless and find out if being inside her was as unbelievable as he remembered before she hauled butt out of his life. Not that she seemed pointed toward that door at the moment.

      Her fingers crawled up to his shoulders, then gliding around to caress the back of his neck along his hairline. Sweeping the warm recesses of her mouth with his tongue, he tasted Mary Elise, wondered if the honeysuckle sensation was taste or scent but couldn’t tell with her jumbling all his senses.

      Daniel struggled for reason. He couldn’t let this spin out of control, as much as he might want to roll her to the floor and lose himself inside her with a deep rightness he hadn’t felt since…her. He needed to get his head on straight. Two boys waited down the hall, and regardless of what she said, the cops would have to be called. They would have to face her past.

      Together.

      He let her soft touch seep into his anger, even feed the protective urges. Whatever it took to keep her safe, he embraced it.

      Daniel pulled away, let his gaze land on her, immobilizing her with only his will. “You’re not going anywhere without me.”

      The cloudy passion in her eyes dissipated. “Danny—”

      “How closely did you look at that bottle?”

      Her head angled to the side, toward the coffee table where the bottle rested. Her hand inched closer to graze the numbers handwritten across the label.

      He forced himself to say the words, even knowing they would frighten her.

      Whatever it took to keep her safe.

      “You can talk about walking away to protect me all day long, but McRae has already made the choice for you.” Daniel pointed to the penciled scrawl across the label on the medicine bottle. “That’s my social security number. He’s not just after you anymore.”
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        * * *

      

      Time passed in a haze.

      Standing by the queen-size bed, Mary Elise sorted through the laundry basket, folding the boys’ clothes into a suitcase, her body on autopilot. Beside her, Daniel jammed gear into a big green bag—a webbed vest, canteens, knife.

      A gun.

      His stark announcement about his social security number on the bottle still thundered through her head. She’d brought Kent’s wrath to Daniel. She would never be able to forgive herself.

      Danny had insisted on calling the cops and filing the official complaint. Prints had been lifted. A restraining order requested. She’d been this route before.

      At least the boys would be protected, safely hidden away with Darcy and Max until the threat passed. The engaged couple had already planned to spend Thanksgiving with Darcy’s sister stationed at Seymour Johnson Air Force Base in Goldsboro, North Carolina. The boys would be ensconced in a family full of service members and an OSI special agent. She would stay alone with Daniel in a secluded fishing cabin Max kept for his “cave time” as Darcy called it.

      Totally alone.

      Daniel had calmly explained this would give him and Max time to track information through CIA and OSI internet files. The remote locale would also keep the threat away from others if Kent found them.

      Mary Elise willed her hands to keep folding little boy boxers and pairing up socks. Darcy and Max would finish their own accelerated packing soon. It still boggled her mind that Daniel could ask this of them and that they wouldn’t even hesitate to help. The level of friendship went beyond anything she could fathom.

      Made her question the depth of her friendship with Danny.

      She tunneled a hand into the basket and came up with…one of Daniel’s shirts. Hard Rock Café: Bangkok.

      Once they’d shared so much, and now there were countless unshared memories and experiences between them. She smoothed a hand over the logo, then tugged the shirt inside out for Danny before folding it.

      They had been close. She’d only turned to his father because she’d known Franklin wouldn’t ask too many questions. Or had she secretly been hoping Franklin would notify Danny? A disturbing notion that left her swaying on her feet.

      Daniel palmed her waist, stirring embers barely banked after their kiss earlier. “Would you quit before you fall over?”

      The two of them would be alone together soon. No more secrets. Well, not many. Already she could feel the inevitable draw they hadn’t been able to resist eleven years ago.

      She didn’t want this. Especially not now.

      Mary Elise ducked from under the temptation of his broad palm. “It’s only a little laundry. Do you really want to subject Darcy and Max to the sonic shriek that will come if you forget Austin’s blanket?”

      Daniel jammed a pen and paper in her hands. “Make a list. You’re great at details. There’s plenty of stuff Darcy and Max don’t know about the kids that you didn’t need to include on my lists.”

      What? He didn’t think she could even handle climbing Mount Washmore? Being relegated to nonactive roles stung on a day where she’d taken a few too many hits. “I’ve already written everything out.”

      His hands landed on her shoulders, urging her to sit on the bed. “Do you have any idea how pale you are?”

      Yes, she did. The mirror didn’t lie as well as she could. “It’s been a rotten day. Maybe I’m a little shaky, but then, who wouldn’t be?”

      Slowly he shook his head. “What else aren’t you telling me? Why would your ex leave a medicine bottle in your bag? And you’d better come clean now because I don’t want any more surprises knocking me on my butt for at least another twenty-four hours, if you don’t mind.”

      Two fingers slid from her shoulders up to the bare skin of her neck. “No lies.”

      Mary Elise swallowed her anger. The last thing they needed was more sparks. She stared into his smoky-brown eyes and found plenty of anger… and concern. The guy genuinely thought there might be something wrong with her.

      She’d pushed him far enough. “I mean it when I say I’m fine, Daniel. I told you already that the bottle was linked to fertility drugs. I just have a…condition…called endometriosis. A chick thing, and you really don’t need to hear all the details. I hadn’t planned on this trip back to the States, and my meds are still in Rubistan. But it’s not like I’m terminal. Women lived with this for centuries without any more medical help than herbs and a warmed brick.”

      “Well, no offense meant, but you look rough.”

      Just what a girl wanted to hear from an old lover who was even hotter eleven years later. “I get a little achy.” Understatement of the year, but hopefully she’d kept her pulse steady enough. “I’m a tad anemic, too, which is why I seem run-down to you. And thank you very much for letting me know I’m a hag. That makes me feel much better.”

      “Nice try with the diversion. Not working. Although later I’m going to want to hear what the brick was for.” He tapped her nose. “You know you’re beautiful, so don’t fish for compliments. Do you need a specialist or can any doctor take care of this?”

      Beautiful?

      “Mary Elise? I want an answer.”

      Oh. Yeah. She shook off silly vanity.

      She had a specialist, but… “This can wait until we have everything settled.”

      His stubborn chin jutted. “A specialist or a regular doctor.”

      “A regular doctor can handle this, but Danny—”

      “Fine.” He wrenched the zipper on the green military-issue bag closed, then slid a laptop computer off the dresser to rest beside the suitcases. “We have to swing through base, anyway, to mask our tracks and make sure no one sees us trading the boys off to Wren and Spike. We’ll check in with Kathleen while we’re there. Now that I think about it, Bronco’s TDY— temporary duty—to McChord for two weeks. We can swap out my truck for his SUV when we leave base. I can clear a tail even if McRae’s got help, but changing cars wouldn’t hurt.”

      While she understood he had more expertise in these things, she wouldn’t be relegated to a sick bed with her pen and paper. She could pitch in with something besides lists.

      She respected that Danny was loading his gun and packing for the worst, but he didn’t realize Kent would never fight the kind of head-to-head battle that Danny must excel at. “Do I get any say here?”

      “No.”

      Frustration swelled. Built. She owed him, but why did he have to be so stubborn with the whole his-way-no-matter-what attitude?

      The doorbell pealed once, twice.

      Daniel backed one step at a time. “You won’t be any help to me if you pass out.”

      He spun away on his boot heel.

      Great. He got to be bossy and right.

      She should be thanking him for fixing her mess of a life, not cursing him. Except rogue thoughts of the future kept teasing her with how much these boys would need a mother’s softening influence long-term so their knuckles wouldn’t drag the ground on occasion, as well.

      Compressing the stack of clothes, Mary Elise tucked Trey’s nebulizer, an extra inhaler and the rest of his asthma meds on top, and zipped the suitcase closed.

      “Boys?” She crossed the hall and opened the door to find both children perched on the bottom bunk with Game Boys in hand. They’d been told about the change in plans, but with so much to assimilate in the past week, she wasn’t sure they fully understood. She still didn’t understand everything.

      She held out her arms. Flinging aside the video game, Austin launched toward her and hopped up. He clung to her, spindly arms and chubby cheek pressed against her neck while Trey’s thumbs flew over the handheld video.

      Voices drifted from the living room, Darcy and Max with Daniel. Austin’s hold tightened. Tears burned her eyes. Oh, God, she couldn’t lose it in front of the kids.

      “Don’t wanna go with Wren and Spike.” Austin’s muffled voice rang with the steely resolve of a temper tantrum on the rise.

      Guilt jabbed her like the unrelenting stab of endless needles.

      She pushed back her tears and straightened his Winnie the Pooh shirt. “I’m sorry, sweetie, but it’s just for a little while. You’ll have fun playing with all of Darcy’s family.”

      He shook his head against her neck. “Don’t know them.”

      “But you do know Darcy and Spike.” She sank to the edge of the bottom bunk amid rumpled sailboat sheets, ducking her head to accommodate the upper bed. And you’ll get to play with Darcy’s big sister and brother and her dad. I’ll bet they even take you to McDonald’s, and Danny’s going to give them money to buy two new video games.”

      Chiming bells from the device signified a leap to the next level. Trey’s fingers flew. “You might as well give it up,” he confided without pausing. “He doesn’t want to leave you and go with them.”

      “Trey,” Mary Elise warned low.

      “He’s just a big baby.”

      Gasping, Mary Elise reached to clap her hand over Trey’s mouth. Just what they needed. An all-out battle on their hands.

      Austin’s head popped up from Mary Elise’s neck. “Am not a baby.”

      “Are so.”

      “Am not.”

      “Then why are you hanging on her like one?”

      Realization clicked. The kid was maneuvering his brother with tactics reminiscent of his big brother scamming an extra helping of ice cream out of a neighbor. She stifled the urge to give Trey a tight hug and blow the whole gig.

      Trey flipped the off switch on his game. “Danny and Mary Elise need some time by themselves, you big bozo. Like Mom and Dad did.”

      “So they don’t get a di-borce.”

      Divorce? Franklin Baker had been heading to divorce court again? She’d known they were having trouble, but apparently not how much.

      Trey nodded. “Yeah, dweeb. Come on, I want that new Zelda: Ruler of the Universe game really bad.” He rolled his eyes. “But it would probably scare you, anyway.”

      Mary Elise held her breath. Had Trey overplayed his hand with that one?

      Austin squirmed, working his way down and out of Mary Elise’s arms.

      Apparently sibling rivalry was a mighty strong motivator. She mouthed over Austin’s head to Trey, “Thank you.”

      A grin creased his face.

      Well, what do ya’ know? He did look a little like his big brother after all.

      Austin tugged her shirttail until she leaned forward.

      “Love you. Have fun with Danny.” He planted a wet kiss on her cheek along with a final hug.

      Footsteps sounded down the hall just before Darcy poked her head into the room, looking rested from her power nap after her night flight. “Hey, kids, let’s go raid your brother’s junk-food cabinet and find some snacks for the road.”

      “Treats? Oo-rah!” Austin launched into Darcy’s arms.

      Mary Elise forced her feet to stay still while Darcy led the boys away. Austin was settled and she would only make it worse by following Darcy and pointing out what Austin and Trey preferred.

      Relief and jealousy duked it out inside her. Thank God Austin would be okay for now. But she wanted to stop making lists and start living life. She wanted to be the one packing snacks for those two boys who’d first tugged her heart because of Daniel and then stolen her heart by being themselves.

      No way would she let Trey and Austin lose their big brother. Captain Commando would have to learn to accept her help whether he wanted it or not.
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      In the home stretch.

      Tucked in a corner of the living room, Daniel memorized security codes from Max, for the fishing cabin, for joint computer access. Only a few more minutes and he could hit the road, hide Mary Elise safely away, then forge ahead with his plans to neutralize Kent McRae. Ensuring that ex of hers stayed locked up for life offered the only guarantee of safety.

      With a little luck, he and Spike could dig deep enough into intelligence files for some kind of connection between Kent and a too-cold trail for a hired gun. And pray the police landed a lead, as well. If the dusting for prints turned up anything.

      According to the cops, Daniel’s positive ID of Kent McRae outside the condo wasn’t enough to place him inside. Meanwhile a restraining order was in the works. Apparently, it was the third Mary Elise had taken out on the monster.

      For all the good the others had done her.

      Max clapped a hand on Daniel’s shoulder. “Anything else you need?” Answers? “Nah, we’re set. I can’t thank you enough for this. I already owed you for helping me get the boys out of Rubistan, and now this, too.”

      “You don’t owe me a thing. Just keep your eyes peeled whenever you’re flying wingman for Darcy.”

      “Don’t let Wren hear you say that or she’ll deck you.”

      Darcy poked her head through the kitchen bar opening and waggled a fruit roll-up at them. “I heard, anyhow. Wrestling match later, Max. Me and you, mano a mano.”

      “Looking forward to it.” Max winked, then thumped Daniel’s back. “We’ll take good care of them. You just take care of the two of you, and we’ll be ready to throw another party by the end of next week.”

      “I hope so.”

      “I’ll be in touch with you via the secure line 24/7 with updates about the boys and…anything else that comes through.”

      Daniel nodded.

      “Hey, Darcy,” Max called, hitching his Technicolor swim trunks higher on his hips as he strode toward the kitchenette, “don’t forget to pack some of those juice box things, grape-blaster flavor. Baker here has gotten me hooked on them.”

      Max rounded the corner, dodging Trey ducking back into the living room. Trey clutched a fistful of red licorice in his hands, eyes broadcasting more questions with each step toward the sofa. He owed Trey a boatload of eggplant for keeping his little brother occupied today.

      Daniel scrubbed a hand over his face, prepping himself for Trey’s next round of questions. He wanted to be upfront with him. But as much as Trey put on that hoo-ya brave face, he was still just a kid.

      A persistent kid. Interrogations in the Air Force training mock POW camp were a cakewalk compared to the inquisition of two little boys.

      Plunking down on the leather couch, Trey waited, his eyes demanding answers with the same imperious right-to-know their old man had mastered well.

      Daniel dropped to sit beside him. “Trey, I’m sorry about all of this.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, big guy. It’s not. But I’m going to do my best to make it okay again.”

      Trey peeled a strand of licorice off. “Is Mary Elise in trouble?”

      “She didn’t do anything wrong, if that’s what you’re asking.” Other than not come to him in the first place, but then that was as much his fault for closing the door between them years ago. “But yes, things are a mess for her right now, and she needs a friend.”

      Trey unraveled another strand, slowly, then another. “My dad was trying to help her, wasn’t he?”

      My dad? Daniel wondered why the kid had the power to rile him with one little pronoun. “Yeah, Trey,” Franklin Baker the third, “your dad was trying to help her.”

      “Help her with what?”

      His brother couldn’t be bought off with a video-game promise. Honesty worked for a reason. He just hoped the kid could understand something that bemused him. “Her ex-husband isn’t a nice guy. He wants to hurt her, and I can’t let that happen.”

      “Kind of like how you kept me and Austin away from Uncle Ammar back in Rubistan.”

      And to think he’d worried about the boy understanding. Life had given Trey a crash course in life’s injustices. “Exactly like that.”

      One day, when he’d ensured the boys’ safety, he looked forward to making sure they saw the beauty of their mother’s heritage, as well. Man this parenting gig was a complex bag. But he didn’t want his brothers’ view of a part of themselves to be tainted by experiences with their uncle.

      Trey nibbled the end off of a strand of licorice. “Well then, I think it’s probably a good idea for me and Austin to go to North Carolina.”

      Daniel let the pride build inside him. Yeah, the kid had to make it seem like his own decision, but no problem. He could live with that. He clapped Trey on the shoulder. “Thank you. I’m trusting you to take care of Austin. It’ll hurt Mary Elise to think he’s popping out those tears.”

      Trey rolled his eyes. “Yeah, two of those big fat leaky ones and Mary Elise was crawling inside the crate with us.”

      The enormity of her sacrifice nailed him dead center like an on-target missile, no warning. He’d respected her bravery before, but he’d been clueless on how difficult it must have been for her to risk a return to the States, to expose her sanctuary with the call for help in the first place. Anonymous or no, the trail was there.

      Her call. His father’s call. His father’s death.

      Pieces of information jostled in Daniel’s head, searching for edges to make a clean fit. Except connector pieces were missing.

      “Danny?”

      He startled back out of his pensive trance. “Yeah, kid?”

      “Who were you named for?” A simple question with a weight of importance reflected in the boy’s eyes.

      “For Great-grandpa Baker.”

      “Our father’s grandfather?”

      Our. “Yes.”

      “Cool.”

      Silence descended. Trey peeled the last strands of licorice apart, sorting them into two piles on the leather sofa. He clutched one stack, leaving the other beside Daniel.

      And then his little brother was hugging him. So quick Daniel almost missed the chance to hug those bony shoulders back.

      Trey stepped away, stubborn chin jutting just like their father. Like his older brother. “I still hate peanut butter.”

      “Oo-rah.”

      “Hoo-ya.”

      Daniel scooped up the pile of licorice Trey had left behind. Love you, too, bro.
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        * * *

      

      Who knew red licorice had such a distinctive scent? Of course, after an hour alone in the car with Danny, Mary Elise feared she would soon keel over from sensory overload from the different facets of him bombarding her.

      Daniel’s aftershave drifting with each gust of the vent.

      Danny’s licorice disappearing strand by strand.

      The captain’s military paraphernalia wafting an odd hydraulic fluid scent she’d come to realize permeated Air Force gear. Even a well-washed flight suit carried the air.

      She lowered the window on the SUV, Daniel’s truck having been traded for Bronco’s vehicle on base after her doctor visit. After a quick trip to the BX, where Daniel bought the most bizarre assortment of supplies, they’d hit the road. Two dozen plastic buckets rattled around in the back with a bag of twenty-penny nails and heaven only knew what else.

      Moss-draped oaks arched over the narrow road, the marshy coastline peeking through on her right out the open window. Reeds bowed a welcome in the breeze.

      Mary Elise wriggled in the seat to get comfortable. At least her medicines would be kicking in soon, throwing her body chemistry back in sync, hopefully lightening her mood. This was worse than that day by the pool years ago. At least then Danny had been her friend. She vowed if he offered her boatloads of chocolate, she’d deck him.

      Or hug him.

      It was a close contest.

      She adjusted the angle of the seat.

      Daniel tore off another bite of licorice. “Why didn’t you let me know you’re in pain this week?”

      “What did Kathleen Bennett tell you?”

      “Nothing.” And he didn’t look too happy about it.

      “But you asked her.”

      “Of course I asked her. And she got her flight suit all in a twist over rules.”

      Three cheers for patient confidentiality. “Danny, I’m fine, and feeling better by the minute thanks to Kathleen. By tomorrow I’ll be a hundred percent, and your chocolate will be safe from me.”

      “Funny. Not. Why are you so sensitive over a trip to the doctor?”

      Boggy wind whipped between them while she searched for a simple answer that would bring the fewest questions. “I didn’t want to draw any undue attention to myself that might tip off Kent.”

      For all the good that had done her. If that false unicorn plant had been intentionally placed, which she firmly believed, Kent had known about her return within hours of her landing. She shuddered.

      “There are a thousand ways around that and you know it. Not to mention we’ve been to the doctor, and you’re still so prickly on the subject you have cactus written all over you. Why?”

      Because her mother’s calendar carried nothing but doctor’s appointments. Because she didn’t want to be a burden to anyone. Because Kent had parked her in more doctor offices during three years than most people saw in a lifetime.

      She pitched those thoughts out the window with the salty breeze. Hadn’t she resolved only a few hours ago to reclaim her strength? She’d had enough morbidity for one day. Real worries would close in soon enough, and for now she just wanted to enjoy her time with Danny. “Like I said before, women have lived with this since the beginning of time, and the last thing we want is to discuss it with men who wince.”

      “I’m sorry if I gave that impression.”

      “Apology accepted.” She playfully snitched a piece of licorice from his hand as they traveled over a low rail bridge.

      Awareness snapped along the air between them.

      And they would be spending an indeterminate amount of time alone. No tiny chaperones. No secrets. And a teenage need that had matured into an adult hunger. Now all those memories swirled through the car, the medicine buzz not unlike the champagne buzz all those years ago that had led her to pitch her clothes off.

      She sagged back against the headrest. With the lulling pass of each mossy oak, she fought the sensory overload draw of Daniel’s smile and bay-rum-tinged hydraulic fluid riding the ocean breeze….

      

      She didn’t want to be pregnant. Mary Elise touched a bare foot to the ground and launched her old tire swing into motion under the ancient oak while watching Danny’s back door. He’d just pulled into the driveway, home for the summer, and she knew he wouldn’t wait long to see her.

      To find out if their night together—long, hot hours—had left her pregnant.

      Who wanted to be pregnant and unmarried at nineteen with three years of college left to finish? And it wasn’t like she even loved the baby’s father. Well, she loved him. She just wasn’t in love with him. Like, geez, it was Danny. Her best friend.

      Her best friend who really knew how to do it.

      Well, as best she could tell then, from her limited—okay, nonexistent— experience. Now she had a weekend of experience under her tightening belt, along with a growing baby. No Air Force Academy graduation for Danny. No journalism degree and crime-beat-reporter job for her.

      And the part that sucked most was she hurt more over Danny losing his dreams than she did over losing her own.

      She knew without a doubt he would offer to marry her. Would insist on marrying her. She wanted to tell him no, but the thing was, as much as she didn’t want to be pregnant, she was. And it was Danny’s baby, which made the kid already cute and special and deserving of the best she could manage.

      So yeah, if he pushed, she’d marry him. Maybe they could work out one of those married-for-a-year deals so the baby would have his name.

      But he’d still be booted out of the Air Force Academy. Would still lose his dream. And an ache started low in the pit of her belly at even the thought of pushing him out of her life in something so harsh sounding as a divorce.

      Geez. They should be making plans to go to the beach, not wedding plans.

      Then there he was. Danny, striding across the glass-enclosed back porch, through the screen door. The military precision slipped into his walk a little more with each year at the Air Force Academy. He could wear wrinkled clothes all he wanted. The walk gave him away.

      Pushing up from the swing, she made her way past a blooming dogwood tree, through the ivy-covered gate. He looked older, too. His parents’ split hit him hard. He kept saying it didn’t matter, since he was grown. She knew better. Senator Baker’s trophy marriage shrieked cliché to a son who personified uniqueness.

      That had to be the reason worry lines creased Danny’s face. Not because they both knew they’d been stupid, stupid, stupid not to use birth control.

      “Hey, Mary ’Lise.” His smile pulled tight as he drew her in for a hug. Are you?

      She could feel his unspoken question reach to her. His arms wrapped around her with the familiarity of a hundred other hugs. The awareness tinged with fear, however, was all new.

      Are you pregnant? Again, the silent question pulsed from him.

      Mary Elise swallowed and forced the words out. “I am.”

      She didn’t have to say anything else. He would know what she meant. That unspoken connection between them was working just fine. She’d prepped herself for his proposal, knew Danny well enough to understand his sense of honor wouldn’t let him do anything else.

      But please, please, please, with her hormones in an ungodly tangle she wasn’t sure she could handle seeing disappointment in his eyes, even though he had every right.

      He held so still, unmoving for four deep breaths of her own. With their connection in total working order, she felt it all rock through his motionless body—the shock, frustration, anger…the resolution.

      Finally he stepped back. She opened her eyes, slowly, in no great hurry to face him just yet, and found…Danny’s smile at its most kick-butt vibrant. “Well, Mary Elise, then I guess there’s no reason we can’t go lock ourselves in the pool house and tear off all our clothes.” Scooping her up into his arms, Danny planted a deep kiss on her lips and made fast tracks past the diving board.

      Mary Elise laughed, tension easing at least a bit. Her hand snuck up to play with the close-cropped hair at the nape of his neck. Yeah, she knew the proposal would come once their clothes lay in a pile by their sweaty, sated bodies. But he understood her enough to realize she couldn’t hear those words yet.

      And in that moment, she fell a little in love with Danny after all.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel scooped up sleeping Mary Elise and kicked the car door closed. Softly. Keeping his motions quiet, steady, although Mary Elise slept like the dead.

      Dead.

      Not his favorite word today. Pine straw muffled the thud of his boots toward the rectangular cabin—a shotgun-style house, one room deep, long and thin. Nowhere for anyone to hide inside.

      He hitched his hold on her, his survival vest and belt dangling from the crook of his arm. He’d unload the rest of the gear once he had her inside, but not a chance would he let his gun out of his reach. His eyes scanned, assessing for vulnerability with each step closer to the clapboard fishing retreat on stilts. He would have to put trip wires around the open underway to stop anyone from lurking beneath.

      Shallow tides bordered the house on three sides, rotting marsh grass emitting a methane scent into the air. At least they would have prior warning of “visitors” on those three fronts from the water.

      A single road in. Two minor paths. Manageable to defend with traps positioned to disable intruders.

      Daniel ducked to avoid the drape of Spanish moss trailing from the limbs of an ancient oak, sidestepped a hammock blowing in the salty breeze. What a haven this would be any other time, with its uninterrupted view of the water, dock stretching into the reedy surf rippling out into the main ocean way. Max had chosen his retreat well for peace…and safety.

      Thudding up the wooden steps, Daniel shifted Mary Elise in his arms, the late-afternoon sun casting pasty shadows across the hollows in her cheeks. He cursed Kent McRae for at least the fiftieth time. Bending at the knees, Daniel flipped open the metal box by the door and punched in the security code he’d memorized from Max, before opening the dead bolt.

      She could talk all day about how she would be fine, and that didn’t change the fact that she should be putting her feet up until her medicines took effect.

      Daniel toed open the door and stepped inside the rustic one-room cabin with nothing more than a few pieces of sparse furniture and a walk-in closet bathroom/shower stall. A man’s dream retreat. And the least romantic getaway he could think of to offer a woman in need of pampering and R&R.

      If he even knew what to do for her in the first place.

      Kathleen Bennett and her blasted rule book. The best she’d given him was directions to check out the Internet, since he already knew Mary Elise had endometriosis and fertility problems. The most unfair thing he could imagine, this woman not having her arms and heart full of babies.

      Daniel shut down the image he’d carried for years, a mental picture of what Mary Elise might have looked like holding their kid. Focus on the here and now. He made tracks through the efficiency kitchen with a small counter and two bar stools, past the single sofa in front of a stone fireplace to the quilt-covered bed tucked against the back wall.

      Not that Mary Elise would voice a complaint about their accommodations. Of course he appreciated her grit, but only to a point. And if he tried to discuss her medical needs with her again, who knew where she’d flip the conversation this time. The jock-strap-size discussion still had him swallowing his tongue.

      He grinned.

      Yeah, he liked her grit, all wrapped up in a subtle package and gentle smile, which gave the surprise wallop all the more punch. He hated what had brought them here, but couldn’t stop the surge of excitement over having her all to himself.

      He was one messed-up dude. No doubt.

      Daniel lowered her to the bed, surprised at the give under his hands. A water bed. Who knew those were even still around? Would she wake at the different type surface?

      He fixed his eyes on her face for the least sign of stirring. The gentle roll of enclosed waves welcomed her in a lulling embrace.

      Unable to resist, a given around Mary Elise lately, he slid his survival vest and belt to the floor and pressed a kiss to her forehead. Lingered. He inhaled the honeysuckle scent of her shampoo like some infatuated adolescent. Except, the powerful tangle of frustration, anger, protectiveness pounding through him had little to do with tender teen emotions.

      “I swear I won’t let him ever hurt you again,” he whispered against her skin.

      Her hand glided up to his chest. “Danny?”

      She lay so still he missed the motion until he felt the warm weight of her palm seep through his uniform. He stared down into eyes the green of deep summer.

      Just him and Mary Elise.

      Completely alone for the first time in eleven years.
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      Water bed rolling lightly beneath her, Mary Elise struggled to shake off the fuzzy dream remnants of long ago riding in Danny’s warm embrace. A tough proposition when she could still feel the imprint of his strong arms banded around her after he carried her from the car.

      The roar of the ocean outside lulled her, but she fought sleep’s call. She brushed the pads of her fingers against the raspy texture of Daniel’s flight suit. The whole dark-wood cabin decor and dim light through thick panes offered an ends-of-the-earth solitude her sleep-mussed brain couldn’t seem to recall why she should resist.

      She flicked his zipper tab with one finger. “Were you going to tell me we’re here?”

      Daniel jolted as if burned. “Were you going to tell me you’re awake? I almost threw my back out carrying you.”

      Angling up on her elbow, she started to bristle, the thrown-out-back comment coming mighty close on the heels of his pale-hag remark. She looked deeper, found an edgy tension in him that she might have attributed to their dangerous position, except with her own eyes opening and her defenses lowering, she recognized the glint well.

      Desire. He wanted her. Bad. Or rather, oh-so-good.

      A trill of feminine power sounded through her. It had been so long since she’d felt attractive. “Put your back out? Liar.” She sat the rest of the way up and tucked her legs to the side, the gentle glide of the enclosed waves of the water bed undulating against her suddenly sensitive skin. Why had water beds gone out of vogue? She was a fan of the feel. “I think you got a he-man kick out of carrying me in here.”

      He snagged his survival vest from the floor beside the bed. “Why don’t you try to sleep? I should be through before you wake up.”

      Through? Encroaching panic edged out desire. “Where are you going?”

      “To scope the area. Set some warning devices in place.”

      Warning devices. Her throat closed. She’d just assumed the distant locale and Danny’s weaponry would be enough protection, and that she and Danny could use this rustic-haven time to sort through past feelings.

      Present feelings too.

      She wasn’t sure whether to be reassured or scared spitless that he saw the need for more security. Mary Elise swung her legs off the side of the bed. “Tell me what to do.”

      “Sleep.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “So am I.” He jerked on the green mesh vest, the knife sheathed in black leather attached to his shoulder a harsh reminder of real-world worries. “Rest. You’re no good to me dead on your feet.”

      “Sleep can come later. I may be a little groggy.”

      Understatement. She wished Kathleen had been less pushy with the muscle relaxants. “But I’m far from passing out. The sooner we have this place secured, the sooner I can get that rest you keep insisting I need. Do you really think I could just kick back now?”

      “You did in the car.”

      “That was different. There was nothing I could do.”

      He buckled a gear belt around his waist with canteens—a gun holster. He pulled free the 9 mm, tugged out the magazine, checked, clicked it in place again before returning the weapon to the holster with clean efficiency. “Would you mind whipping up something to eat?”

      No way was she playing Betty Crocker to his John Wayne. “Oh, yeah, that’s really a pressing survival issue right now after the two Big Macs and order of supersize fries you banged back in the car.”

      The first signs of a grin creased the corners of his eyes. “Well, I’m still hungry. You know me. Never full, jaws just get tired of chewing.”

      “Great. If Kent finds us, I’ll toss up a smoke screen by burning some fried Spam.”

      Mary Elise shadowed him around the tiny cabin, staying smack dab in his peripheral line of sight. Danny swung his foot up onto the arm of the brown plaid sofa and tucked a second knife inside his boot.

      Suppressing a shiver over just the thought of him having to use it, she stepped closer. “Give me something constructive to do or I’m going to follow you around and be a real pain in the butt. You should know from our growing-up years, I can do it.”

      “You’re already doing it right now,” he mumbled without glancing her way.

      “Good. Now give me a job that doesn’t involve a spatula.” Her hand fell to his forearm. Gripped. Held with a determination she infused in her voice as well. “Danny, I won’t be relegated to a passive role ever again.”

      He dropped his foot to the hardwood floor, a sigh riding a long trip out his lungs. “Do you know how to shoot?”

      “I took lessons after I arrived in Rubistan.” Never again would she be caught unprepared. And as much as she wanted to find a peaceful middle ground with Danny, she would battle him to the end for her right to defend herself.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel recognized well the dogged glint in Mary Elise’s steady gaze. The woman was in full fighting form.

      At least she wasn’t gliding those soft hands up his body with a distraction he couldn’t afford. Security came first.

      And after?

      He’d face that later. And pray that by then he could remember all the reasons why he shouldn’t lay her back on that bed and rediscover every inch of her. First priority? Arm Mary Elise with a weapon.

      Hooking his hands under the end of the sofa, Daniel hefted the far edge a couple feet to the right. He flipped back the edge of the brown braid rug and knelt, working his fingers down the ridges in the boarded floor.

      “Danny?”

      “Shhh.” He waved her silent as he concentrated on finding…bull’s eye. He pried three loose boards up, revealing, just as Max promised, a small gun safe. Spinning up the combination, Daniel opened the door. A gasp sounded from behind him.

      He glanced over his shoulder. “What?”

      “I just didn’t expect to see… that.”

      He tracked her wide-eyed gaze down to the two handguns—a Browning M9 and a .45 automatic—surrounded by stacks of ammunition. “What do you think we do for a living?”

      “You fly planes. Spike investigates. I mean, well, I figured you took a gun with you on missions or assignments, like the one in your closet. I just didn’t expect to see all of this here, too.”

      “Maybe Spike packs a little more firepower than some of us. But like a cop, a military serviceman is never off duty.” He dug out ammo and tossed it on the sofa. Sitting on the couch, he checked and began loading both weapons.

      She eased down beside him. “Never off duty?”

      “Back when you were working for the paper,” he answered without taking his eyes off his task, “if you got a three-day weekend, you could hop a plane and go anywhere you wanted as long as you were back at work on time.”

      “Yeah. So?”

      “If I travel outside the area, I have to apply for official leave and let admin know where I’ll be at all times. Even on a weekend.”

      “Why?”

      “We may not sit alert anymore, but we’re always on call, 24/7.” He pressed bullets into the magazine. Click. Click. Click against the spring action. “If the world goes crazy, we have to be ready to roll.”

      She sank down beside him. “How can you live that way?”

      “How can I not?” With the heel of his palm, he jammed the magazine home on the 9 mm.

      That she even had to ask the question offered a great big reason why he should reconsider a mattress dance with this woman. “Darcy said you have…connections.”

      “She did?” His fingers paused in loading the .45, a mighty big gun with even bigger stopping power.

      “What kind of connections?”

      He didn’t answer. Couldn’t. More reasons to avoid sleeping with anyone he genuinely cared about.

      Whoa. Back up. Echoes of emotionally unavailable ricocheted like an out-of-control bullet in his skull.

      “Danny?”

      “I fly airplanes.”

      She waited.

      He rolled a bullet between two fingers. “There’s a lot more to being in the military than fighting wars, and that includes things we can’t talk about. At times we walk out the door with no indication of where we’re going or when we’ll be home. Some of those missions bring connections.”

      End of discussion. He had more current concerns, anyway. Like keeping her alive - and deciphering why he felt anything but emotionally unavailable at the moment.

      He placed the 9 mm in her hands before she could press him to talk anymore. “Don’t aim unless you’re willing to follow through.” Daniel tucked the .45 into his survival vest and strode toward the door.

      She followed. “If you have problems with me pitching in once we step through the door, you’re just going to have to get over yourself.”

      The pounding of her determined steps echoed behind him. An all-out smile pulled free, so incongruous at the moment that he smiled even more. For better or worse, emotionally unavailable was never an option around Mary Elise.

      A low chuckle rode up and out. “That’s my girl.”

      “What?”

      He stopped her in the open doorway, palming the metal frame over her head. And it hit him, full force like the power of the too-pretty green eyes staring back at him.

      He knew just what had him smiling in the middle of the worst day of his life. “You’re back.”

      “Pardon me?”

      Grazing his knuckles along her cheek, over skin still a shade too pale but the woman beneath humming with renewed vitality that had nothing to do with medications. “Before, you were half here, holding pieces away from me.”

      “I thought we already covered why I felt I couldn’t tell you—”

      With one finger to her lips, he silenced her. “That’s not what I meant. You were holding pieces of yourself back, but not anymore. You’re here and in my face, and, yeah, it can be annoying, but I’m so incredibly glad to see you again, I can’t bring myself to do anything more than…”

      Screw wise decisions. He’d have to deal with enough of those after he finished securing the perimeter and locked himself inside alone with Mary Elise who deserved a lot more than what he had to offer.

      He kissed her, hard, fast and on the mouth before pulling back. His hand still cupped her head, fingers in tangled red curls that would cling to his memory. “Welcome home, Mary Elise. I missed you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Eyes fixed on the purples and mauves of the darkening skyline as she jogged down the cabin steps, Mary Elise wondered how the world could look so level when surely the ground under her feet tipped decidedly to the left. Right when she had her feet steady under her, purpose set… Bam! Danny shook things up again.

      Welcome home, Mary Elise.

      She followed Daniel, hand on the wooden rail just to be safe from the rocking-world problem, and tried to reconcile the conflicting images. The man who’d stroked such a gentle caress down her face was the same man who’d dug out an arsenal from under the floorboards. And both fascinated her.

      I missed you.

      Shadowed by the graceful arch of an oak, Daniel popped the hatch on the SUV and reached inside, providing too tempting a view. Sheesh. She might as well be nineteen again given the way her hormones were acting.

      From deep inside, he pulled a stack of buckets. “Before you get your knickers in knot, I’m not asking you to mop a floor.”

      He glanced back over his shoulder.

      Busted. Scavenger birds squawked a mocking call from the shoreline. A grin teased her lips as she gave him a wide-eyed look of innocence so overplayed she knew she hadn’t fooled him for a second.

      How bizarre to feel lighthearted with the worst of threats looming. Not unlike that moment years ago when Daniel had scooped her up in his arms, and while she knew they were both in a mess, somehow his smile made it okay.

      A tickle of unease fluttered in her stomach. She didn’t want to depend on anyone for her happiness. And most of all, she did not want to be a little in love with Daniel Baker again.

      He hefted out another bag, a jingling sounding inside. She peered inside to find…

      “Twenty-penny nails?” Large. Spike-size. Well there was a hefty dose of reality for a girl. “What am I supposed to do with these?”

      “Hang tough and watch. You’ll need to do this with twenty-three more buckets.”

      Daniel sat on the back bumper, a handful of the metal spikes beside him. One by one he shoved three through the plastic on one side, then three more on the other. An industrial-size roll of duct tape in his hand, he encircled the outside to secure the nail heads so the points angled slightly down on the inside.

      He passed her the bag of nails. “Do this with the other buckets while I fan out and work on the first line of protection. This will be our second ring of defense.”

      “I’m still not understanding.”

      “We’ll dig holes around the cabin at the most logical places where someone might approach. Drop these inside, cover each hole with a layer of pine needles and leaves over thin twigs. When a foot goes in, it’s not coming back out—at least not without a lengthy process and a lot of pain. Even if he works free before we get there, he’ll be slowed from the injury.”

      We. Funny how one word could speed that tickle in her stomach. “Amazing.”

      “Untwisted bed springs work as spikes, too.” He tore the duct tape with his teeth. A hank of hair fell over his brow, and he could have been the boy building a rocket out of his mama’s Corning Ware.

      She started to reach to brush aside his stray lock of hair.

      He jammed the completed bucket trap in her hand as if he wanted space between them. “Here. You try now.”

      Why was he being so brusque? Hadn’t he spent the past days trying to convince her to stay? Of course that was before he found out what she’d been hiding. She would have known how to break the tension eleven years ago. Now she wasn’t so certain.

      Mary Elise hopped up to sit in the back of the SUV. She set to work on a second bucket while Daniel hefted out rope, fishing wire and a bag of electronics that looked as if they should have been gifts for the boys.

      Wind rustled through the trees, shaking loose a shower of pine needles in the widening silence between them. Where had the guy gone who’d kissed her on the porch? She should be relieved. This Daniel offered fewer complications.

      “Where did you learn all of this?”

      “Survival training. Study. It’s…wise to stay up-to-date.” He kept his eyes off her and on the unloading. “There are countless options. But we have to adapt to the situation and means available. The traditional pit takes forever to dig and then you’ve wasted time on one line of defense.”

      The reality of it all washed over her again. He was arming for battle when he should be swimming or breaking in the new Zelda game with the boys, prepping for Thanksgiving.

      “We’re going to use the Malaysian Hawk on the main path in. A log strung high, attached to a trip wire. On the two minor trails in, I’ll string Jivaro Catapults using this.”

      He slid a canoe paddle out of the back. One swift move brought it down on his knee to snap off the handle. “The paddle will be fixed inside a twisted-tight rope tied to a tree limb. Foliage and moss is thick enough here to cover. A stick trigger sets this sucker to spin fast and hard enough to crack ribs. If he finds us before we can nail him with traditional evidence, we’ll be ready.”

      That we word again. Strange how it stirred the same strange mix of hope and trepidation as the traps.

      No more passive roles, she reminded herself. Except, thinking about all those maybes with Danny scared her hair straight.

      Danny’s determined strides down the main road took him farther away from her. No surprise, her eyes devoured the look of him. She accepted the attraction, yet in a day full of revelations a final realization settled.

      She might not know about tomorrow. And while she felt safer, she knew better than ever to underestimate Kent again. All she could control were her decisions in the here and now. She was through running from experiencing life. She intended to make full use of that bed at the first opportunity.
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        * * *

      

      Sunrise splintered through the bulletproof panes, Danny hooked a foot on the rung of the bar stool. He clicked through computer keys, logging on to the green screen that signified secured communications with Max.

      Reaching for his coffee mug, Daniel kept his back to Mary Elise. A power nap, cold shower and two PBJs had recharged him, not enough to face Mary Elise just yet, however. Watching her sleep was like torture and a massive distraction.

      At least the security preparations had worked her into an exhausted sleep through the night. Guilt nicked, but Mary Elise at her pit bull most persistent hadn’t been budging. Of course she’d been right in asserting they would work faster together.

      He glanced at the second laptop sitting alongside, this one set up with security monitors. He’d rigged two video cameras on opposite corners of the cabin, as well as setting alarms on his three major traps, alarms sending radio pulses back to his computer.

      His credit card bill would be astronomical next month, but when it came to Mary Elise, his peace of mind was priceless.

      “Come on, come on, come on, Max.” Daniel watched for incoming mail. He’d passed along seven possibilities for underworld types who worked the Savannah area. All fit the profile and description in Mary Elise’s initial police report.

      The fact that no one followed the far-too-easy trail a year ago turned his vision red. And why hadn’t anyone questioned the number of McRaes in the Savannah PD signing off on Mary Elise’s reports?

      Red turned scarlet.

      Daniel channeled his anger into productivity, best line of defense for Mary Elise. Any second now he hoped Max would fill in the next block with his feedback on McRae’s overseas bank accounts.

      The mail icon flashed. Anticipation chugged.

      “Thanks, Spike.” Daniel opened the file and scrolled through Max’s notations, lists of suspicious bank transfers from an overseas account, crossing multiple state and country lines. McRae would burn for this once Max turned the findings over to the FBI.

      Scanning, his eye snagging on a line item. A transfer that routed through three accounts before finally ending…in the Middle East four weeks ago.

      McRae had tracked her to Rubistan.

      She’d been that close to death.

      Could that have been why his father had called? Because of a heightened threat level to Mary Elise?

      Unable to resist looking at her, hungry for reassurance that she still breathed, lived, Daniel kicked his heel to spin the revolving bar stool to face her.

      Protectiveness fired into afterburners. Thank God she slept deeply and he didn’t have to hide anything for once. While waiting for Max’s response earlier, Daniel had cruised the Internet for information on endometriosis—a painful, chronic disease he now knew affected at least ten percent of all women.

      Had he invaded her privacy? Maybe. No doubt Mary Elise would be irked. But he needed to reassure himself the stubborn woman wasn’t pushing herself.

      And yeah, being locked up with Mary Elise made him think of making love and he wanted to be certain he didn’t make a stupid mistake that would hurt her. Heaven knew the woman went out of her way to downplay her medical needs.

      So now he knew. Discomfort during sex could be a side effect for some. Talk about a splash of cold water. And how exactly would he bring that up if the situation arose where they happened to find themselves naked together? An image he did not need but wanted, so much his teeth hurt.

      Mary Elise stirred under the patchwork quilt. He turned away from too much temptation arching awake before his eyes. His ears, however, filled in the blanks. The rustle of covers shoved aside to reveal a sleep-mussed Mary Elise. Soft, bare feet hitting the floor. A gentle sigh accompanying a stretch.

      He swallowed hard.

      Her feet shuffled a groggy path across the floor. The bathroom door snicked open, then closed. Daniel exhaled long and loud. Then straightened. His ears really didn’t need to hear the…

      Shower.

      The whooshing of water tormented him when his reserves already spiraled in a nosedive. The tenor of the water hitting altered with the intrusion of a body.

      He had earplugs in his flight suit.

      Fliers carried them to combat flight-line noise and he seriously considered using them now for combating insanity. Except he couldn’t afford to miss the warning alarms set on the traps. Not that he expected McRae to track them for at least another twelve hours, if at all.

      Just the same, Daniel steeled his ears against the shoosh of the shower beading against Mary Elise’s naked body and concentrated on typing a response with feedback for Max. Ten torturous years—or maybe ten minutes—later she padded into the room, barefoot and smelling so good his mouth watered.

      He pulled away from the chair, made tracks for the kitchen. Not near enough space in the cabin.

      “I cooked.” He unwrapped the paper towel from around the sandwich he’d made for her earlier when he’d slapped together two for himself. “Well, if you call a PBJ cooking.”

      Silk clung to her damp skin, her shorts and shirt already baring a tempting stretch of arms and legs. “Thank you. Definitely a good sign you’ve moved out of Cro-Magnon mode.”

      “Cro-Magnon? Who me?” he asked, although feeling very primal. “Lady, I’m more than willing to let you pull your fair share around here.”

      “Right after you drag me to your cave by my hair.”

      He had other ideas of what he’d like to do with all that wet hair. Instead, he nudged the open jar of strawberry preserves toward her on the counter. “Fresh open, canned preserves. I figure we’d better use the bread now and save the military MREs—meals ready to eat—for later.”

      How long would they be here? He wanted this over and done fast for Mary Elise, but also for his brothers. Trey and Austin didn’t need any more disruption in their lives.

      Mary Elise tore off a corner of her sandwich and popped it in her mouth. Her eyes widened with surprise before she rushed the sandwich up to her face for another bite. He watched, couldn’t take his eyes off her as she savored the simplicity of strawberry preserves with a sensualist’s delight.

      She was a woman after his own heart.

      “Happy Thanksgiving, ’Lise. Not exactly a turkey dinner. But actually much better than the chicken à la king MRE.” Shuddering, he passed her a bottle of water. “Even I can’t stomach that one unless I’m starving.”

      “Have you ever been…starving, I mean?” Her elegant throat moved with swallows of water, her mouth fitting perfectly around the bottle.

      Answer the question, bud. “Survival training was rough for a guy like me who needs a few thousand extra calories a day to burn up all the energy pinging around.”

      She placed the bottle on the counter and stepped closer. “All the flyers go through this survival training?”

      “Yep.” He took a step back. “By the end of the course, rabbit eyeballs actually tasted good.”

      “Eww!” Laughing, she popped the last corner of her sandwich into her mouth, her tongue swiping a hint of strawberry from her lips.

      Words fell out but he lost track of them. “Rabbit eyeballs are a great source of iodine.”

      Remnants of laughter painting her eyes jewel tones, she sucked jelly off the tip of one of her fingers. “You can’t throw me off the track with gross-out stories, Danny Baker. Although I gotta confess, now it’s tough to think about kissing your mouth.”

      “Did you want to before?” Shut the yap, Baker. The woman might have a backbone of steel, but she needed time to get over the nightmare McRae had put her through. Having to fend off someone who should be protecting her wasn’t honorable.

      Mary Elise’s eyes deepened, darkened with two slow blinks.

      Uh-oh.

      She dipped two fingers into the strawberry preserves. If she put those fingers in her mouth to taste again, he would die. Right here. Right now. His obituary would read, “Toxic case of deadly testosterone overload.”

      He had to remember about keeping his distance. For her. And, yeah, for his own sanity.

      She placed her fingers…against his lips. “How about a palate cleanser?”

      No mistaking her intent. And no way did he intend to die just yet.

      Don’t do it, Baker.

      Too late.

      His open mouth closed around her fingers. Mary Elise and sugar. Uh-huh. He was a dead man.

      In no hurry, she withdrew her fingers while stepping closer. Maybe he wouldn’t be taking advantage of her after all. She obviously knew her own mind.

      Yes! His libido shouted while his mind cautioned with logical reasoning —as if logic stood a chance against his need for this woman.

      Daniel dipped two fingers in the jelly jar still held in her hand. Without once breaking eye contact, he brought his fingers to her mouth. She tasted.

      His vision clouded.

      Okay, maybe he didn’t need to stay completely away from her. He would just be gentle. Careful. After all, the woman knew her mind and understood her body. She’d about decked him over a “pale” comment. If he pushed her away… Giving in would be good.

      He could almost hear Mary Elise laughing at his reasoning. Oh, Danny, you are such a man.

      And she would be right. He was feeling very much a man.

      Gentle, big guy, he reminded himself. He withdrew his fingers from her mouth, his body throbbing at the moist friction against his skin. He reassured himself that his logic wasn’t so far gone that he lost sight of what she’d been through.

      Take it easy. Take it slow. He hooked his arms low on her waist, eased her to him. Brushed her lips once, twice, found more strawberry preserves on the corner of her lips. Yeah, slow and tender definitely had its merits.

      With a wealth of security surrounding the cabin and at least a few hours’ window from detection, Daniel intended to peel every piece of clothing off Mary Elise’s body. Worshiping this woman with an attention to detail she deserved.

      He would be sensitive, even if it killed him.

      Mary Elise slid her arm from around his neck and hauled her purse across the counter, just as he reached in his back pocket. Simultaneously they both pulled free…condoms.

      Her smile met his. “You know, Danny, since we both remembered contraception this time, there’s no reason we can’t tear off all our clothes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      She wanted him. Intense, fast, now, until she forgot everything but him. Mary Elise arched on her toes to taste fully of Daniel and strawberries and a passion just as vibrantly red. Hers or his? Deepening the kiss, she wasn’t sure because that old connection of theirs flowed back and forth and back again until she couldn’t ascertain where the need began.

      Couldn’t imagine its end.

      Daniel breezed his fingers down a shivery path over her neck, leaving her aching for more when his hand fell away. Nipping her bottom lip, tracing her ear with growled words about how much he wanted her, he shucked his vest, hooked it over a chair.

      Placed his gun by the bed.

      She mentally shoved away that stark image and listened, savored. So what if he was being practical and safe? He was also filling her mind with incredible promises of what he planned to do to her. He dropped the condoms beside the gun, her Daniel never losing sight of his protector role.

      She tugged his zipper, yanked his flight suit over his shoulders and down. “Take it easy, ’Lise. Slow.”

      Featherlight strokes traveled up and down her back in tantalizing whispers at odds with the bold hands delivering them. She wanted this and more and everything, after so long of nothing. So long wanting just this man.

      And if he shoved her away?

      “Not a chance,” he answered her unspoken thoughts with an ease recaptured from the past.

      Relief weakened her knees. Having Danny now meant so much to her, almost too much. Something she hadn’t realized until she faced his possible rejection.

      For a moment she faltered. This was supposed to be about uncomplicated sex, taking charge of what she wanted from life.

      Sex with Danny had never been uncomplicated.

      Of its own volition and without her permission, the moment became about more, much more. It became about broad hands shaking from restraint. A familiar lock of hair falling over a brow furrowed deep with concentration. On her. The past and the present blended into a combustible need that surpassed simple attraction.

      Stepping into his arms, she heard a small voice in the back of her head whisper… Welcome home.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel sprawled in the hammock, scanning the expanse of ocean in the fading light, his booted foot on the dirt nudging a lulling sway. Mary Elise lounged with her head at the opposite end, keeping watch over the other stretch of ocean. He drew lazy circles along her ankles and wondered when he’d developed a foot fetish. Of course, the woman did have pretty toes in those sandals.

      Toes? He was in big trouble here.

      As much as he’d enjoyed being around Mary Elise when they’d been younger, this woman flattened him. There was an intensity about her now that demanded more from him than before.

      And he didn’t just mean in bed.

      “I asked you a question, Daniel.”

      Man she had that schoolteacher tone down pat, and he couldn’t even remember the question because he’d been busy drooling over her feet.

      “Danny?” She scooped up a pinecone and pelted him on the chest, dead center on his survival vest. “I’m tired of talking about me. What have you been doing with your life since finishing the Academy?”

      Talk would be good, keep his mind on task rather than on thoughts of taking her back into the cabin. But once the sun set… He cleared his throat and mind.

      Talk. “I started out in a regular flying squadron—then became a test pilot with C-17s. Flew with all the newest cutting-edge gizmos on the planes. Figured out which ones worked, which ones didn’t and why.”

      “You enjoyed that.” Her soft affirmation blended with the rustling branches and gushing waves.

      “Oh, yeah.” Almost as much as he would enjoy peeling those copper-colored shorts from her body in another hour.

      “Sounds dangerous.”

      “Sometimes.” His thoughts skidded over to less tempting terrain. Would she run screaming from stories of his more-than-one emergency landing? Even a crash landing in the middle of the Nevada desert?

      “So you have connections.”

      Her question yanked him back to the present. “So you’re a dog with a bone you’re not letting go of.”

      She toed him in the side. “You’re calling me a dog? First washed-out hag and now dog?”

      He grabbed her foot in a firm hold before she could damage a kidney. “You have the prettiest feet.”

      She snorted.

      Still, he couldn’t unwrap his brain from the notion that his job bothered her, a problem he should have considered before. The stresses of military life had broken up plenty of marriages in the squadron.

      Whoa. Marriage?

      Wasn’t he just considering the dating thing as grown-ups? Not that they’d ever really dated in the first place, just shot straight from pals to making love, all those teenage hormones taking over. Now, though, the next logical step included taking things slow, spending time together, healing old wounds and progressing from there.

      But he couldn’t stop thinking about her old engagement ring in his flight suit pocket, his permanent reminder not to repeat past mistakes. Couldn’t stop remembering what it had once looked like planted on Mary Elise’s finger.

      She scrunched her toes, drawing him from his haze. “Ouch,” she squawked.

      His hand jerked away from her foot. “Oh, man, ’Lise, I’m sorry.”

      “Gotcha!” She toed him in the side again, her gaze unrelenting. “I told you already. I’m not going to break.”

      He smiled. He loved her spunk, her steely will. This woman was far from breakable.

      Memories bombarded him of their hours together, re-discovering each other on the water bed. The floor. The sofa. “I figured that out.”

      “I’m stronger out of bed, too. I realize there are things about your job you can’t tell me. But don’t hold back on what you can share because you’re worried I’ll turn all Victorian on you and you’ll need smelling salts. Got it?”

      He forestalled her lethal toe. “Yes, ma’am.”

      The ring in his pocket seemed to scorch a brand through the fabric and into his skin. If he even intended to consider those thoughts, then she needed to know more about him before they both landed in way over their heads. “About connections, let’s just say once you get a high-security clearance for one mission they tend to tap you for other missions since you’re already in the loop.”

      “And you enjoy that,” she answered with understanding and no censure.

      “Oh, yeah.”

      Her fingers trekked inside the leg of his flight suit, scratched along his calf. “And you enjoy that?”

      “Oh, yeah,” he repeated. “I think I could really get into this shared control gig.”

      Next thing he knew, he had the ring out of his pocket and wasn’t sure who was more shocked, him or Mary Elise.

      Her hand flew out of his pants leg. “You kept it.”

      He worked the solitaire between two fingers until the diamond caught the fading sunlight, casting multifaceted sparks. “So I wouldn’t forget what a relationship screw-up I am like my father.”

      “Danny,” her fingers slid to his knee, “you made a single mistake at twenty-one. For God’s sake, that doesn’t make you like your father.”

      “I don’t do relationships well, never have. There are plenty of women besides you who can attest to that. And just look at the mess with my dad.”

      “He was proud of you.”

      Daniel jammed the ring back in his pocket where it could brand a reminder he needed before he ended up doing something totally illogical like asking this woman to marry him. “So much he didn’t trust me enough to tell me when you came to Rubistan.”

      “I told him not to.”

      “So?” If that sounded arrogant, big deal. His father should have called him, anyway.

      “I wasn’t in a good place right then.” She plucked a leaf from a low-hanging branch, crumpled it in her hand.

      “I can understand having someone try to kill you must have been rattling. All the more reason extra support and protection should have been a good thing.”

      “Not just that.” She studied him for four lazy swishes of the hammock, her fist further mangling the leaf. “How much did you learn about endometriosis on the Internet while I was sleeping?”

      “What makes you think—” Of course she’d guessed. He swung his foot back up on the hammock. “You used to do that when we were kids, too, read my mind and then follow me right into my messes. Yeah, I did some reading, wanted to understand how to help you. Where’s the crime in that?”

      “You can back off the defensive, Baker. I just wanted to confirm you have a core knowledge here.”

      He gave her a simple nod. This was obviously tough enough for her. He didn’t want to make it worse by shoving his boot in his mouth.

      “Then you know the more scar tissue that builds up, the more difficult it is to conceive, which explains how it was easier for me to become pregnant when I younger. But then in some cases with endometriosis, even if pregnancy occurs, the body—” she unfurled her fist and let the wind carry away the shredded leaf “—my body can be a hostile environment.

      Miscarriage rates are higher.”

      Hostile environment? He could hear too well the repeat of McRae’s propaganda.

      “After three more miscarriages, I told Kent I’d had enough. Enough of the doctors and hormone injections and surgeries. I just wanted a baby. I really thought he was okay with adoption.” Her head fell back against the webbed ropes. “God, he had me fooled.”

      Her eyes slid away from him for the first time, which should have been a warning to prepare himself. But thinking about himself was the least of his concerns right now. He lifted her cold hand from her side and linked their fingers. A paltry offering, but all he could think of at the moment.

      “Kent swapped my birth control pills for placebos. I got pregnant.” Her flat tones carried on the wind, the hollow tones of a person with no tears left. “After all those treatments, I finally conceived on my own again. And then I made it past my first trimester. That had never happened before. The hope was…worse than anything else.”

      His gut twisted. Tight. Already he could see where this was going. It hurt to breathe just thinking of what she’d been through. Images of their one lost baby had haunted him for a year. How much more had she suffered?

      Alone.

      “At twenty-four weeks, I gave birth to a stillborn son.”

      Her words gut punched him. Even expecting it hadn’t prepped him for the silent ache radiating from her. Nothing could have.

      Here he’d been arrogant in wondering if she could handle hearing about his job, and he was the one who couldn’t breathe. At least he had his head together enough to know she wasn’t ready for him to talk or ask questions. She needed him to listen. He could do that much.

      He should have been in her life to do so much more, but he’d been too busy staying out of Savannah because he didn’t want to run into Mrs. Kent McRae.

      “I overheard him with my traitorous doctor. Heard what they’d done to me with swapping the birth control pills.” Her voice faltered for the first time. “What they intended to try again.” One shaky breath and she continued, “I put on my clothes, walked out of the hospital and left Kent. Once the divorce was final, he tried to kill me.”

      Rage, barely banked from the day before, exploded within him, riding a silent curse and vow to send Kent McRae straight to hell.

      Her fingers tightened around his. “No, I really wasn’t in very good shape when I arrived in Rubistan. And your father just put his hand on my shoulder and told me it would be okay.”

      Waves echoed in the background for five gushes, six, seven and with each one, Daniel thanked his father for giving her that calm acceptance, that quiet strength that he never would have been able to manage. Nothing else mattered.

      “He seemed to know the right balance to strike between helping me and urging me to do for myself. Giving me room to heal, room to grow.” Her thumb brushed his wrist. “No offense my dear friend, but, Danny, you would have taken over, and I wouldn’t have been strong enough to stand up to you then. And maybe I was prideful in not wanting you to see me like that. Weak.”

      His fingers tightened around hers. Forget about staying quiet. He wouldn’t let her buy into any more of McRae’s garbage. “Weak is the last word I would ever apply to you.”

      “Thank you.” She squeezed his hand back. “I asked your father once why he never told you where I was. He said he’d learned the hard way about letting a person find their own path in the world.”

      And in a flash of intuition Daniel had only just begun to acquire from his own brief stint at parenting the boys, he understood. His father had been making amends. Making peace through Mary Elise.

      Daniel stopped fighting with his father’s shadow long enough to identify his own. “I’m glad he was there for you.”

      And he meant it.

      She nodded. Spent.

      “Come here.” He opened his arms.

      She smiled one of those gentle Mary Elise smiles he’d once thought whimsical. Now he knew they held more strength than most combat veterans. “I’m not about to fall apart, Danny.”

      “I know. Come here, anyway.”

      She crawled up the hammock until she tucked in beside him. Her head fell to rest on his shoulder, over his heart that wasn’t as numb as he’d thought.

      Apparently he wasn’t emotionally unavailable at all. His emotions were in total and complete working order. They’d just been in deep freeze from the moment he made the mistake of walking away from this woman.

      Now he felt it all churn to life inside him. Her pain was his. His heart was hers.

      He wouldn’t have a second chance with his father, but his father had given him a second chance with Mary Elise. He only had to figure out how to win her back, how to be the man she deserved. Because he refused to lose her again.
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      Mary Elise burrowed deeper into the sofa, knees tucked to her chest. She sipped a steaming mug of coffee as the first rays of morning streamed into the cabin.

      All was calm. Peaceful. She vowed never to take the simple feeling for granted again.

      The computers hummed reassurance nearby with video views of sunrise filtering over the trees, the marshy beach clear except for the occasional pelican or egret scrounging for breakfast. Alarms stayed silent. Danny was taking a cat-nap in a fat chair between the computers and the couch.

      Quiet settled, deep and odd after so long on the run with fear roaring in her ears. For the first time since she’d found that hypodermic needle in her bag, she allowed herself to contemplate a future beyond the cabin. She thought…and came up blank. She knew all the logical answers, but taking the last step toward them seemed a bigger stretch than everything that had come before.

      Because of everything that had come before with Danny.

      Start small. Think about basics. She picked up an ink pen and pad, paused, exchanged the blue ballpoint for a red pen, strawberry red. Surely that was a good omen to use for making a list of the things she would need to do to reestablish her life. Where?

      Charleston?

      Logically, yes. She loved Danny. Now admitted she always had. How could she not? She loved the boys too. So why the can’t-breathe feeling constricting her chest?

      The last step stretched further in front of her.

      With Kent out of the way, she wouldn’t have any more excuses. She would have to face Danny. Face herself. Face risking forever with someone. She should be rejoicing.

      Instead she was scared to death.

      It was one thing to dream of a future, another to actually live it. Risk it. And therein lay her core fear—how much it would hurt to fail with him again. Taking Danny’s diamond solitaire off her finger had been torture before. This time her emotions went well beyond the teenage swells of first love that had characterized her feelings for him a decade ago.

      Her hand slowed on the paper. She glanced down at her list of things to accomplish, things she wanted to tell the boys. Her hand stopped altogether. How strange. Her list had taken on a more conversational tone than a note written in bullet statements.

      Slowly she began adding connector phrases, and a letter to Trey and Austin took shape. She let the words flow into a second letter, this time to her parents. Another to Kent that left her hand shaking.

      She was writing, certainly not anything like the editorials she’d once written in hope of shaping readers’ thoughts and politics. But words poured from her fingers in a healing balm she’d denied herself as if denying the need for a cure negated the ailment.

      Time melded into a stack of papers scattering the counter, even the floor around her feet as she wrote to everyone.

      Except Daniel.

      Words failed her there. She let the half-spent pad of paper fall to her lap and studied him instead. Arms folded tightly over his chest, he didn’t seem to be in the least relaxed. She would have thought him awake if it weren’t for the soft snore and the quirky twitch of his booted foot propped on the end of the sofa.

      That hint of movement spoke of restless dreams. Her fault, no doubt. She considered nudging him, but he needed the sleep, restless though it was, to prep for possible waking nightmares later outside.

      Setting the notebook aside, she walked around the edge of the sofa to sit cross-legged on the rug beside him. Her hand lifted, carefully. She smoothed his hair back, and when he didn’t stir, stroked again and again until his foot slowed. Would he have let her soothe him if he’d been awake?

      Part of her shouted to quit with the psychobabble self-analysis and grab at this chance for happiness. Once upon a time she would have, except this newer Daniel had reminded her she should expect more from life, herself. Even him.

      And if the pushing for more shoved him away again? Her foot twitched this time at even the thought of losing him. If only he would tell her what rumbled around in that thick, dear head of his, maybe then she wouldn’t be so afraid of that last step.

      Leaning forward on her knees, she brushed her lips to his brow and let the bottled words flow free, an easy enough risk while he slept. “I love you, Danny Baker.”
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        * * *

      

      “I love you, Danny Baker.”

      Daniel forgot to tread, almost choked on a gulp of chlorinated water, before he made his feet move again. “Uh, me, too.”

      Correct response, right? He was going to be her husband in four days. So, sure, he loved her, too.

      Except he didn’t know what else he was feeling these days, mostly just putting one foot in front of the other. Marching, focused on the steps like in PT training or cadence calls in formation.

      Daniel slid his hands down Mary Elise’s slick sides, bared by her bikini, leaned to kiss her so they wouldn’t have to talk anymore. Laughing, she ducked away at the last second, diving beneath him. He took chase, both knowing she wouldn’t get far, but still enjoying the ritual of their water games. Why did things have to change?

      He had his application to the University of Georgia ready to hand-carry to the dean, with his father’s help—a fact that chewed his pride almost as much as leaving the Academy when he’d reached his senior year. Another administrative mess his father would have to smooth over.

      Only four more days and it would all be real, marriage, different college…baby on the way.

      For now he just wanted to pretend he was home for the summer. Of course his newly invented reality would still include making love to Mary Elise. He sure didn’t want to backtrack that far.

      But marriage. Kid. Love. That had him cricking his tense neck to the side. Four days. He kicked through the clear waters, deeper, until there was nowhere left to go, and still he could hear her declaration of love echo in his ears. Same words he’d heard his parents say to each other.

      Not that he’d seen any example of love lasting. He preferred what he and Mary Elise had and he didn’t want to mess it up.

      Daniel kicked upward, snagging Mary Elise and drawing them both to the surface. “Gotcha.”

      “What do you plan to do with me, Danny?”

      “This.” He drew her closer, brushed her bikini-clad breasts against his bare chest, eliciting a rewarding purr. He cupped a breast—fuller, more sensitive. The pregnancy thing had definite side benefits, like the visit from the oh-so-generous Breast Fairy.

      “Danny,” Mary Elise panted against his mouth.

      “Pool house, or take a drive and park. Your choice, but make the decision fast.” He prayed for the pool house. Closer. Sooner.

      She stiffened against him. “Danny, I’m not feeling too good. Something’s wrong…”

      Daniel struggled to pull himself awake. Awake? But he was in the pool with Mary Elise.

      Reality and dreams mussed. He wanted out of the pool or the dream or wherever he was before the rest of the events unfolded: Mary Elise wrapping an arm around her stomach, a drive in the car that hadn’t led to parking but instead to the emergency room.

      He forced his feet to keep treading water as if that could stave off the end, keep them both from moving to the end of everything. Their baby. Them. Water churned around them, someone else in the pool, beneath, drawing near Mary Elise to take her, blasting to the surface…

      Kent McRae.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel bolted upright on the sofa. Dragging a hand over his face, he shook off the nightmare fog.

      Mary Elise sat cross-legged on the floor beside him, hands in her lap, emerald eyes wide with worry. “Are you okay?”

      He nodded, throat still too tight for talk. Swinging his boots to the floor with a thud, he braced his elbows on his knees and sucked in air, steadied his heartbeat. He kept his hands clasped between his knees rather than gathering Mary Elise hard against his chest to feel her warm and alive against him.

      “I’m fine.” He tried to pull a tight smile. Tried – and failed.

      “Bad dreams suck.”

      Leave it to Mary Elise not to let him dodge the issue by pretending. “Yep.”

      “You’ve had a lot on your plate lately, too, not just the boys, but losing your father, not even being able to make the memorial service for closure.”

      Death wasn’t high on his list of topics for discussion, the word riding too hard on the heels of a time he’d thought Mary Elise might die. The doctor may have called it a routine, first trimester miscarriage. But the doctor hadn’t been the one carrying her across the yard to the car while she cried in pain.

      Daniel stared at his clenched hands and remembered the weight of Mary Elise in his arms. His father had met him at the emergency room, silent but there. Odd how he’d forgotten that part over the years. “I’ll always regret that he and I didn’t have a chance to talk.”

      “Life can change so fast. And when I think of how close I came to being in the car with him that day…”

      Daniel’s mind raced back to the present. “What?”

      “I was supposed to be with your father the day he died. I had a doctor visit in town, but had to cancel it at the last minute because of an emergency teacher’s meeting. Your father decided to take his wife along instead, make a day of it and see if they could start working though their problems.”

      Her words nailed him like relentless mortar rounds. How she should have been in the car. McRae’s money transfer to Rubistan shortly before. Daniel blanked his face and prayed she wouldn’t draw inferences. He should have known better.

      All too soon, dawning horror stained her face. “You don’t think? Kent couldn’t have been responsible. Could he? Oh, God, Danny, please don’t let me have caused your father’s death.”

      Think before opening the yap, Baker.

      He forced his mind to work, remember that she needed to be a part of whatever happened. A tough thing to do when his instincts blared for him to lock her in the bathroom and barricade her there while he stood between her and the rest of the world.

      “Stop looking for trouble, Mary Elise. Ammar makes the more likely suspect if my father’s death wasn’t an accident. Killing my father would give Ammar control over the widow, the boys and all their inherited money.” His conscience kicked him, reminded him of Mary Elise’s insistence on no more passive roles. He just wanted to keep her safe.

      His conscience gave him another hefty punt. “But it’s possible he could have been working with McRae.”

      “How so?”

      “McRae has been funneling money into the Middle East underworld. The FBI has already been alerted.”

      “Terrorism?”

      “That. And Rubistan is one of the largest suppliers of opium. There are any number of likelihoods. But yes, I think McRae tracked you. And I think it’s possible he and Ammar hooked up.” Daniel paused, ready to pull her close if she fell apart.

      Mary Elise blinked once, tears glinting but not falling, then nodded for him to continue.

      “Regardless, I think Ammar was gunning for my father.”

      “And Kent would have found help even without Ammar.”

      “Exactly.”

      The glaze of tears disappeared, replaced by a different glint altogether. Suspicion. “When did you find out about the overseas transactions?”

      Uh-oh. “Yesterday.”

      “Last night?”

      Baker, you are so busted. “Yesterday morning.”

      Silently she stood, walked away from him and made a big production out of straightening a stack of papers by the computers.

      “Go ahead and say it, ’Lise.”

      “Obviously, I don’t need to.” The papers slid from her hands in a scattered mess, making a lie of her seeming calm.

      Not unlike the mess he was making of this conversation. “You’ll feel better if you chew me out.”

      A dry smile twitched as she collected the pages. “I doubt it.”

      Talk, for Pete’s sake. Shout. Care enough to fight back so he would have a clue what she was thinking. Then he could plan a counter-defense. Strategize so they wouldn’t self-destruct their relationship this time.

      He shot to his feet. His boots traced a restless path on the hardwood floor, across the brown braid rug, back and forth in front of the stone fireplace. He needed action. Decisions. All the waiting and inaction left him with too much time to think about the past.

      Flashes of his nightmare had him ready to snap like one of those trip wires strung under the cabin. Watching her distance herself from him didn’t help. He needed reassurance she wouldn’t bolt, not a lot to ask.

      He wanted her safe beside him so he wouldn’t have to worry about her day and night. “We should probably try to find something in the same school district so the boys aren’t uprooted again.”

      “What?” She tucked the papers in her suitcase.

      He paced over to the computers, checked again, found the same uninhabited security picture of sunrise filtering over the deserted beach. Nothing but a pelican and some egrets hunting for breakfast. Alarms stayed silent.

      Action. Even a simple e-mail from Max would give him something to do. He would settle for anything that would make him shut up before his rambling mouth pushed her away for good. “A house on the water is out of my price range, but then with Austin around, it wouldn’t really be safe or practical long-term, anyway. Buying an older home, we can get more space, but then I don’t want you to be stuck dealing with the extra repairs when I’m TDY.”

      “Daniel.”

      “Yeah, ’Lise?”

      “Slow down.” Her hand fell to his arm.

      “Oh, yeah, right.” He dropped onto a bar stool, his booted foot twitched on the lowest rung. Tap. Tap.

      “I didn’t mean your pacing.”

      “Oh.” He frowned. What had he been saying anyway? Something about house hunting, an attempt at making something happen to relieve the stretched-taut inaction when what he really wanted was to nail McRae to the wall.

      And to make Mary Elise stay. Houses. Duh. His subconscious was having a field day with him. Way to steam-roll the woman. “Hang on a second. I think I know what I’m supposed to say here. Uh, what kind of house do you want?”

      She perched on the other stool beside him, her hands gliding up his thighs in an obvious attempt to distract him. “Danny, this isn’t the time to take such a big step with life decisions.”

      “Why not?” His frustrations swelled to the surface, inconvenient when he knew calm would work better. But his feelings for Mary Elise were anything but placid. “Is it my job? I know the gun safe and the traps freaked you out. I realize I’m not offering you much of a deal here, but I’ll do my best to make it work for you. I can even back off the secret stuff, stick with more straightforward missions.”

      He trailed his fingers down a strand of her auburn hair as if he could bind her to him, pull her slim body to him and give her something to do with their mouths so she would quit worrying her rings in circles around her fingers.

      “It’s not your job. God, I know it’s a part of you.” She stroked up to his chest, tracing his collar, dipping inside to hook in his dog tags, tug him forward. “And if this past year has taught me anything, I know that life is dangerous no matter what you do. We should live to the fullest.”

      “Exactly.” He manacled her wrist in his grip. “I understand that logic and facts indicate I’m not the best bet for the long haul, but determination can’t be gauged. I’m determined to make this work. So why are you holding back from me again?”

      Her hand fell to her lap. “Why is it that if someone doesn’t go along with your way, then they’re holding back?”

      Echoes of other arguments pummeled him, nose-to-nose battles with his father, defensive confrontations with the squadron commander. Except those had been different situations. “Do you love me?”

      Where had that come from? His dream.

      “Yes,” she said.

      Say it back, dumb ass. “Then what exactly did I offer up that was so terrible? A house?” He fished in his sleeve pocket and pulled out the solitaire. “Or God forbid I should give you a ring.”

      He held it with two fingers, a silent question between them. Say it back, Baker. His mouth stayed closed. She folded her hands over his, held his hands in hers without taking the ring. At least she wasn’t shoving it in his face. Yet.

      “Danny, think. I told you I love you. And I know you love me, too, even if you can’t push the words out. I hear you, anyway. I only asked for space.” She knocked on his forehead. “Hello? Why does it have to be all or nothing, black or white with you?”

      “Seems pretty clear cut to me. Yeah, you’re right.” He said the words, ridiculous to hide from them, anyway. “I love you, too. So either you want to marry me or you don’t.”

      The words burned his throat, but they were out there like a big purple polka-dot elephant between them they’d been trying to ignore all morning.

      “It’s not as simple as a ring and love, or everything would have worked out eleven years ago. Why are you just assuming that if my timetable doesn’t fit yours I must not want you at all? Maybe I want to take the next two months and go ice fishing.”

      “Do you?”

      “No. Maybe. I don’t know. And that’s my whole point. You’re pushing too hard, too fast for me right now. I’m not like you, jumping in feet first. All I’m asking is that we table this discussion, and then take it slow once we get back to it again. Okay?”

      The computer dinged behind him with incoming mail. He’d wanted answers from Max, but why couldn’t the guy have hit send on the e-mail five minutes prior and saved him from landing in this nightmare of a conversation? How many times did this woman have to shove the ring back in his face before he got the message?

      Daniel jammed the solitaire in his pocket and opened the post from Max. “Ammar has entered the U.S. Wren and I have the boys locked down and safe.”

      Trey and Austin’s uncle in the States? Warning bells clanged in his mind, louder, until he realized they were merely an echo of the alarm from the security computer.

      Someone had breached the first line of defense.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mary Elise stared at the security computer, monitor images of the yard still uninhabited except for gulls. Alarm silent now. Except for in her head where the alarm still blared and the memory of Daniel slipping off into the band of oaks and pines stayed imprinted.

      Of course it made sense that she shouldn’t go with him. She didn’t have the training to move silently enough to stay undetected. She would be a liability to him out in the open.

      According to logical Danny, she should stay here, locked down tight behind a dead bolt with her loaded gun. Still, the situation chafed.

      Nerves tangled into a snarl that rivaled her hair after a shower. Fear gummed the tangle to near unmanageable levels. Why had she wasted time arguing with Danny? Why couldn’t she have waited to make her stand for independence—all because she was scared of taking a final step? Stay calm. The alarm could be nothing worse than a rowdy raccoon setting off a trip wire. Right?

      One really heavy raccoon.

      If only she could do something besides stare at the computer screen. She hated the inaction.

      Well, what do ya’ know? She was starting to sound like Danny. Part of her wanted to be just like him, able to dive into a situation, completely confident in her judgment. Sure, Danny was a little arrogant. But, doggone him, he was usually right.

      And to give him credit, he was trying to include her. Once confronted, he shared more about tracking Kent’s finances, working through Ammar’s possible connection together when he could have bluffed his way through.

      So why the knee-jerk need to pull back from Daniel? Intellectually she knew he wasn’t a threat to her independence. He might get angry and stomp around, but the man eventually listened. He cared. Danny’s words in the car tripped through her mind, his confusion about her reluctance to go for even a simple doctor visit. The answer sidled past her defenses with blinding clarity.

      Those doctor visits symbolized weakness to her, and above all she couldn’t bear to be weak, dependent. Just as it didn’t help denying herself the healing balm of words to negate there was even a problem, staying away from Danny couldn’t protect her from the risk of loving him.

      The rest of the answer followed in a rush, now that her defenses had been breached. Sharing burdens didn’t equate loss of control or weakness, with the right person by her side.

      With Danny by her side.

      His innate honor, his ever-logical sense of fairness would make him a man to trust. He might not always agree with her, but he would listen to her. Respect her.

      Love her.

      How strange that Danny with his black-and-white reasoning helped her see the shades of gray to find the formula for making it all work. She sank back on the stool, exhausted and exhilarated all at once.

      A flicker of movement on the screen snagged her attention. Danny? Nerves drew taut, near to breaking. The figure cleared the trees. Not Danny.

      Kent.

      Icy pinpricks tingled over her scalp.

      Her ex-husband stepped deeper into the clearing. Closer to her hiding place in the cabin. Sunlight played dappled shadows over his blond perfection. She’d once found the dimple in his chin endearing, his classic looks and clean-cut appearance safe.

      She’d been so horribly wrong.

      Bile roiled up her throat. Swaying, she gripped the edge of the counter.

      He stared at the cabin, eyes intense, as if he knew. Of course he knew she was inside. Her teeth chattered with fear. Where was Danny? He couldn’t be dead. She refused to believe that. What should she do?

      Kent pulled his hand out of his pants pocket, his fingers clenched around a rock-size object. Her methodical, understated ex couldn’t have a grenade. Something so overt—so messy—wouldn’t be Kent’s style.

      Still, she winced. Zoomed in with the camera and saw…a piece of paper banded around some kind of weight. With a gentle underhand toss, Kent lobbed it onto the porch. Mary Elise heard the thud echo in stereo from outside and through the computer’s speaker.

      He raised his hand, waving once in a mocking salute and waited.

      She shifted on the bar stool, trying like crazy to adopt Daniel’s logic and blend it with her own intuition about the madman she’d married. Stepping outside would be reckless, and undoubtedly Danny would be furious with her.

      Unless Kent had already—

      She sliced that thought away. She couldn’t even consider that, because then she couldn’t think at all.

      But what if Daniel had been hurt? Time became crucial. Or worse, what if he hadn’t even discovered Kent as of yet and stumbled on him unaware? She knew with a certainty born of both intuition and logic that Kent was well armed in some fashion. Perhaps he had backup lurking in the cover of trees waiting to take her out while he watched.

      Certainly a possibility. In which case Daniel would stumble on two people unaware. Which left her with only one choice. She would have to alert Daniel. All she needed was a single warning shout. Or shot.

      The past year had taught her she could survive almost anything. But she knew without question, she wouldn’t survive seeing Daniel die.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel stared down at the dead body at his feet.

      The paddle dangled from the rope, deactivated. The dead man’s unblinking stare made checking for a pulse unnecessary. Problem was, the paddle hadn’t killed him. A bullet through the temple from someone else’s gun had, someone with a silencer, since he hadn’t heard a shot.

      All of which meant another armed party lurked out there. Searching for Mary Elise. And the dead man couldn’t help with any information, most likely the reason he’d been silenced once injured.

      Daniel shifted the weight of the .45 in his hand. He didn’t need to check the man for identification, either. The frozen face below was a direct mirror of one of the mug shots he’d pulled up from intelligence files.

      The assassin who’d been hired to kill Mary Elise a year ago.

      The dead man lying on the ground had been used the way sacrificial troops were run through land mines to clear the field for the next line to march through. Scanning the trees, the path, Daniel found disturbed pine straw continuing down the path. Toward the cabin.

      Mary Elise.

      A shot split the air.

      He flattened to the ground, rolled to the side and steadied his gun in a fluid move. Nothing. Nobody in sight. Crouching, he darted through the trees, dried leaves crunching beneath his feet.

      His heart pounded in time with his feet. How could things have fallen apart so fast? What could he have done differently? He searched his mind—and came up with zip. Other than the fact he’d been lured out, separated from Mary Elise.

      He’d expected McRae to be devious. He hadn’t expected tactical savvy. Of course he should have, if he’d listened to Mary Elise. The commander’s warning from only days prior thundered through his head.

      Every flyer faced the possibility of meeting a missile someday. His death he could face. Mary Elise’s was unacceptable.

      Daniel drew closer to the cabin. Voices carried on the wind. Mary Elise’s. Relief hammered him until he almost forgot to make his feet keep moving.

      Another voice drifted. Male. The cabin showed through the cover of trees.

      Mary Elise eased down the porch steps, gun drawn and steady on the man standing with his back to Daniel.

      Good girl. She had McRae cornered, withstanding whatever garbage he was pouring her way in his relentless talking, and holding her own.

      Daniel strode closer, sight line clearing. A tie flapped over the man’s shoulder, jacket long gone but white shirt a crisp beacon—with the harsh slash of a gun tucked in the waistband out of sight to Mary Elise.

      Daniel stopped cold.

      He couldn’t let her see him now. If Mary Elise called a greeting, thinking she had McRae safely pinned, the monster would have time to draw. To shoot. Her. Daniel blinked as if he could change the nightmare unfolding in front of him. He’d been so sure he could protect her. Of course he’d been concerned about injuries, but never, never had he allowed himself to consider that Mary Elise could die.

      The past and present merged in a blaze of reds—her hair, strawberries, blood. In the middle of the roaring fury, it hit him, why he’d run so hard from her eleven years ago. He hadn’t run from commitment, or even from admitting how much she meant to him. He’d already realized now how very much he loved her then. How much he loved her now.

      He’d run because he was afraid of losing her. And he had fallen right back into old patterns by picking a fight with her in the cabin. They’d almost replayed the past all over again— the mistakes forgivable in their youth but totally asinine now, given they should know better. Be stronger. Wiser.

      Except love wasn’t wise, either.

      However love did make a person stronger. He just prayed it would make Mary Elise strong enough to stand down a madman until he could come forward with reinforcements.

      Training overrode emotions. Crouching low, Daniel made his way around the perimeter of trees, dodging through whatever cover he could to work his way closer. He would have to take out McRae, but it would have to be fast.

      Daniel assessed the terrain. Counted steps. Organized the plan of attack in his head. He inched forward, eyes trained so firmly on McRae he almost missed the flash of movement to his left.

      Pivoting, he brought his arm up to defend his face just as a knife came slashing down. Burned. Knocked the gun from his hand. “What the—”

      “Where are they?” Ammar asked in heavily accented English, eyes wild with fanaticism. “Where are the boys?”
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        * * *

      

      Mary Elise stepped deeper into the yard, prayed, inched another step, Kent subtly moving toward her every time she did. Closer to the buried bucket trap.

      If only she could keep him talking. Good Lord, why had she never realized how much this man liked the sound of his own voice?

      “You still haven’t unwrapped my gift, Mary Elise. How rude.”

      Her fingers convulsed around the crystal paperweight clenched in her fist, the paper crackling around it. No, she hadn’t dared do anything after scooping it from the porch.

      Was he trying to distract her so he could launch forward? She locked her gaze with Kent’s when she desperately wanted to look down for affirmation on the placement of the submerged spike trap.

      God, she hoped her peripheral vision and memory were on target. She needed him disabled, couldn’t risk him overpowering her, because heaven help her, she wasn’t sure she could actually shoot him. “How about I check it out after you’re in jail?”

      “That’s no fun.” He tugged his tie back over his shoulder, tiny pelicans traipsing their pattern across blue silk. “Remember how much you enjoyed seeing me open this for my birthday? The bearer of gifts enjoys watching the receiver unwrap the present almost as much as selecting it.” A slow smile crept across his face. “I enjoyed watching you find my other gift, the plant. You knew it was from me, didn’t you?”

      “You really are twisted.” She willed her feet to adjust closer to the nearest bucket.

      “And you’re illogical. Old territory. Move on. Did you like the other gifts? The syringe? The fertility clinic flyer in Baker’s mail?”

      Flyer? Her mind winged back to the stack of junk mail in Daniel’s condo on the coffee table, how he’d fidgeted with it after she’d told him about Kent.

      Oh, Daniel. Always trying to flipping protect her.

      She absolutely refused to let Kent anywhere near him. Hatred spiked sarcasm. “As always, Kent, you’re too generous.”

      His smile widened without reaching his eyes. “I do miss your wit. Now, open your present and I’ll tell you whether your lover is alive or dead.”

      A frigid fist closed around her heart. She knew Kent was playing with her like a cat tormenting a mouse. And she wouldn’t be a mouse. She would play his game and win.

      Keeping one hand steady on the gun, and her eyes glued to him, she worked the paper free of the band around the weight. Thicker paper than she’d originally thought. She raised it and glanced at the last thing she would have expected.

      Her fingers clenched around the funeral mass card for her stillborn child. Cold hatred iced through her, although she wouldn’t give Kent the satisfaction of seeing he’d stabbed her clean through. She thought perhaps she could shoot Kent after all. Fighting back for herself wasn’t near as easy as fighting for her child.

      Maternal instincts swelled further, encompassing Trey and Austin, demanding retribution for the fear this man had brought down upon her boys by working with their uncle. How dare he force Trey and Austin into hiding? Fury clogged her throat.

      “It seems only right that you have one, too, since you left everything behind when you ran from me.”

      She cleared the haze of emotions and adjusted another inch to the left. Move, Kent. Move. “I didn’t run from you. I ran to life. Something you could never understand.”

      Her finger itched on the trigger until logic teased, reminding her if she gunned him down in cold blood, she would be no better than him.

      That argument almost swayed her. Almost. Then logic pushed further that she owed it to Trey, Austin, Danny to be a stronger person. As much as she wanted vengeance, her life was inexplicably woven with theirs. And that surrender made her all the stronger.

      She took a bold step forward toward the trap, placing her within touching distance of pure evil.

      Kent lunged.

      An explosion of motion from the trees behind him yanked her vision up. Danny?

      Kent grabbed her wrist, twisted, squeezed. Her gun went flying. She screamed. Jerked, yet was unable to take her eyes off Danny locked in hand-to-hand battle with a knife-wielding foreigner. Blood stained both of them. From which one?

      Bodies shifted, revealing a face she’d hoped never again to see outside of Rubistan.

      Ammar.

      Daniel gripped both of the man’s arms, brought his knee up, Ammar twisting to dodge. The man’s heavily accented curse floated on the air. “That McRae woman should have died in the car, not my sister.”

      Mary Elise shuddered. “Danny,” she whispered.

      Daniel appeared to have the upper hand, but—

      Kent’s hot breath grazed her face. Adrenaline gave her the strength to break free, powered her back away from Kent and in the direction she’d been trying to lead him earlier. She struggled to orient herself, keep from placing her own foot in a spiked trap. She stumbled, fell to the ground, pine straw offering little cushion.

      Panting, she crawled, a gnarled root jamming her knee, her ears filled with harsh curses from Ammar and Danny. Thuds, grunts as fists met flesh.

      She grappled for her gun. Kent advanced, foot landing hard. Slamming through the earth and into the bucket. His scream of agony halted her. He fell to his knees, one leg trapped.

      No time to waste. Mary Elise searched the ground when more than anything she wanted to look at Daniel and reassure herself he was all right. Rustling through the pine needles, her hand grasped, found, closed around her gun.

      She rolled to her back just as Kent whipped his hand from behind him. Gun drawn. Death winked in the steady steel barrel.

      Heels pushing against dirt, she backed away, her arms outstretched in front of her, 9 mm aimed. “You might as well give up, Kent.”

      “Already have you running again, don’t I? Never could stick with anything. Not even a marriage. Now you’ve ruined my plans. Bet you don’t even have the guts to shoot me.”

      She wouldn’t let him rile her. She kept her eyes trained on him, peripheral vision assuring her Daniel was still on his feet. She couldn’t risk shots distracting him.

      Let Kent talk. Ignore his words. Daniel would finish Ammar off in seconds. Kent would not win.

      Dirt streaked his face, his perfectly groomed facade wiped away, revealing the monster she knew him to be. “You believe I don’t know what you’re thinking, Mary Elise, but I do. I know I’m not going to make it. Ammar is no match for your lover there. And if I shoot you, no doubt Baker will kill me. Oddly enough, you inspire that kind of fanaticism in a man. I should know.”

      His twisted logic for love crawled over her like a lethal rash when she wanted more than ever to live. For Daniel. For the boys. For herself. She wanted life with a ferocity she hadn’t expected after so long of simply existing. Daniel had brought her back to life.

      Kent adjusted his knee, winced at the shift of his foot against the spikes. “Your leaving hurt me. Did you know that? I loved you and you threw away our life together. If only you’d been more patient, I wouldn’t have had to hurt you, too.”

      The will to live flamed hotter. “Kent, you don’t have to do this.”

      “Oh, but I do.” Resolution froze his eyes to an icy blue full of certainty. “And I know the best way to hurt you back.” Foot anchored in the bucket, he pivoted. Toward Daniel.

      “No!” The scream echoed in her heart, powering resolve.

      She fired.

      Kent bucked. Blood bloomed across his chest. Eyes widening with surprise, he fell over backward. His gun skittered from his lifeless hand as he lay, unmoving.

      Mary Elise rushed to her feet, ran, toward Daniel, his hands twisted in Ammar’s shirt. Daniel hauled back his fist and landed a final, knockout punch.

      The boys’ uncle crumpled to the ground. Panting, Daniel barked, “Rope, from the porch.”

      Blood poured from the jagged tear on his flight suit sleeve, but she couldn’t waste time thinking about that now. Mary Elise snagged the coil and pitched it to Daniel, her feet suddenly unsteady.

      By the time she worked her way back, he’d finished tying Ammar. Swaying, Daniel flattened a palm to the ground. Extended the other arm to her. Without hesitation or question, she fell forward, into his embrace. Home.
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        * * *

      

      Five hours later Daniel hefted his green duffle bag into the back of the SUV. His arm hurt like crazy from thirty-six stitches, but he’d turned down painkillers. He wanted a clear head to savor every minute of knowing Mary Elise lived. She had her life back, and somehow he was alive, too.

      The cops had already cleared the area, taken statements, hauled Ammar to a holding cell. International laws and extradition would make for a lengthy legal process. If Ammar ever saw the light of day again, at least Daniel would have time to formulate a plan for keeping the boys safe—with Mary Elise’s help.

      Yeah, he needed a clear head so he didn’t screw up this second-chance gift with her. Whatever pace she wanted to set, he could handle, because at least they would be together. He was through running.

      After all, she’d given him a gift he’d never received, not even from his father. Total acceptance. Mary Elise didn’t want to change him or fix him. The woman was even okay with his job, a rare find. All she asked was that he give her the same consideration in return.

      However she wanted to take this, he would follow and hang in for the long haul. She’d said she loved him. He could hold on to that—especially if she let him keep slathering strawberry preserves and anything else he could scavenge out of the cabinets all over her delicious body. And he was a mighty good scavenger.

      Daniel closed the hatch, his gaze skating over the top of the SUV out to the shoreline where Mary Elise stood. God, she was a trooper. McRae’s parting “gift” to Mary Elise in the form of that funeral mass card would have leveled just about anyone. No question, if anyone deserved to die, McRae fit the bill, but still, taking a life left an irreparable bruise on a person’s soul.

      But Mary Elise was stronger than she’d known. His pigtailed buddy who’d needed a defender against playground bullies could bloody noses all on her own now. She would make an incredible life partner.

      Partner. A word he was only just beginning to understand, and he looked forward to a lifetime of learning more with Mary Elise’s help.

      He skirted the bumper, walking toward the shore. Mary Elise knelt, releasing the card into the tide before standing. He wrapped his arms around her waist and watched with her until it disappeared in the surf. Her head fell back against his chest. With that unspoken connection between them in full working order, he could feel her pain easing into a swelling acceptance.

      She tipped her head, looked up at him. “I can’t have children, Danny.”

      “I know.”

      “You’re okay with that?”

      He could only think of one reason she would ask him that question. Relief nearly drove him to his knees. Exactly where he wanted to be, on his knees proposing, begging this woman to make their love official. Instead he stayed on his feet and let her find her own pace.

      After all, he was a smart guy, and more than his own happiness, he wanted hers. “Yes, I’m okay with that.”

      Her wise eyes held him. “That’s all you have to say? Danny, I’ve had years to think about this, to accept it. It’s more complex than just a single sentence.”

      Maybe to her. Not to him. But if she needed more words, more—he gulped—emotional analysis, he would dig inside himself for the words and feelings to reassure her. He turned her in his arms to face him.

      “Straight-up honest, yeah, it hits me right here—” he thumped the area over his heart “—to think we’ll never make a baby together, and I imagine you feel the same.” He cupped her face with both hands. “But I also know in that exact same place that I’ll love any child we adopt as much as any child we might have made.”

      Her jaw trembled.

      Without a wince she’d risked the retaliation of Rubistanian guards to climb in a box with two frightened boys. No crying, she’d stood down Kent McRae, her worst nightmare, for him.

      But now, two big fat tears to rival any from Austin pooled, fell over her eyelids and down her cheeks.

      He brushed away the tears with his thumbs. “A child shouldn’t be just an extension of me or you, or only my chromosomes and yours mixed up together. A child, our child, is a person.”

      A watery laugh bubbled free. “I do so love your logical mind.”

      “You do?” He knew but sure wouldn’t mind hearing it again.

      Her tears evaporated in the warmth of her smile. “Yes. Of course. I’ve loved you since you slugged Buddy Davis for me in the third grade.”

      She traced her hand gingerly over his bandage.

      “Buddy’s punch back then hurt a lot worse than this.” He captured her fingers tracing featherlight paths over his arm as if to heal it. He brought her hand to his lips. “I love you, too.”

      Whimsy lightened somber emerald eyes to spring grass. “More than snack cakes?”

      “That’s a tough one.”

      She slugged his uninjured arm.

      Laughing, he pulled her close, inhaled the scent of honeysuckle shampoo and the promise of forever. He held her while the wind encircled them and could have sworn there was something symbolic in the moment. A strange thought for a man more comfortable in the mathematical realm.

      He held her closer. “You know I’m not a flowery-words kind of guy. I wish I could tell you how much I love you with the poetry that you deserve. All I can say is that I love you. No measurements. No limits.”

      Her hands hooked around his neck, she stood in his arms, unmoving while they both watched the fading sunlight stain the sky deeper hues of purple.

      One hand slid from his neck to his shoulder, unzipping his sleeve pocket. He smiled, already planning his one-knee proposal once she passed him the ring.

      Mary Elise inched away, the solitaire between two fingers. He reached to take it. She pulled her hand back farther. “Wanna marry me, Danny Baker?”

      Surprise nipped and he wasn’t complaining at all. He was starting to like the way she assumed the aggressive role. “Yes, I do. Very much.”

      She placed the ring in his palm and extended her fingers. He slid the engagement diamond in place again. Forever.

      He sealed its placement with a kiss on her finger, followed by one on her lips, and knew without question he would be challenged, entranced, in love with this woman for the rest of his life. A strong woman who would demand the best of him. And would give her best in return.

      Pulling back, he stared into eyes a shade of green he’d only ever found on one woman. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Yeah, Danny,” she answered, her voice echoing with surety along the salty breeze. “I’m all set.”

      He hooked his arm around her shoulders as he’d done a thousand times before with Mary Elise, his best friend, his love. “Then let’s go get the boys and start putting our family together.”
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      Mary Elise paced around the oval table, spinning each empty chair she passed. Waiting sucked. But the reward for patience would be worth every lap on the industrial carpet in the private hospital waiting room.

      “Settle down, boys.” Daniel hooked an arm around each brother, immobilizing the hyper kids with a pseudo-wrestling match that landed them on the blue-plaid sofa.

      Thank goodness the hospital had provided a small conference room for gathering to meet the newest member of their family. The baby had been born nearly an hour ago, but Daniel had requested they not hear the gender until the infant was brought to them after the doctor finished the exam.

      Even though the boys had only arrived a half hour prior, she had been waiting at the hospital with Danny from the minute the call came that the birth mother had gone into labor. Darcy and Max had brought the boys over later, and even now were down in the cafeteria picking up food. Maybe the boys should have gone with them, but she’d been so afraid they would miss “the moment.”

      Of course Trey and Austin had been more impatient in waiting for their new sibling than she would have expected. The aide from the adoption agency had suggested she and Danny might want to leave the boys home and bring them later.

      The boys’ crestfallen faces at the mere mention of delay had swayed her. Danny gave both brothers noogies on the head before releasing them. “Hang tough and we’ll go to IHOP soon.”

      “No chocolate chips,” ten-year-old Trey insisted.

      “Roger that,” Danny promised.

      Mary Elise extended her arms for Austin and hitched him on her hip. “How about we check out all the pictures again?”

      “Nuh-uh.” The wriggling four-year-old slid from her grip back to the floor, seeming more in need of a run to the snack bar than another perusal of a doctor’s diplomas.

      Snick. The door opened.

      Last-minute nerves tangled in her tummy. They knew without question the birth mother was firmly committed to giving up her child. Still, what if the nurse entered empty-handed….

      A nurse wearing surgical scrubs backed in, tugging a rolling basinet, the clear sides revealing the wrapped and squirming infant inside.

      A newborn wearing a pink cap.

      Mary Elise clutched Danny’s arm, endlessly grateful she could share this moment with him. “A girl.”

      A tide of tender emotion wiped all the traces of nervous butterflies away. At long last, they had their baby.

      Smiling, Danny looped an arm around her and drew her against him for a quick kiss full of joy and even tears. “Yeah, ’Lise, we have a daughter.”

      The past year as Danny’s wife had been a gift worth waiting for, like this child. Sure, the path hadn’t always been easy with long TDYs, the boys adjusting to their new life, her finding her way as an education columnist. But with Danny at her side again, loving her, she could conquer anything.

      He palmed Mary Elise’s back, nudging her forward. She almost charged ahead, then changed her mind. This was Danny’s child, too. “Will you bring her to me, please?”

      His widening smile, crinkling chocolate-brown eyes, made a hefty reward in exchange for the extra seconds’ delay in holding her daughter.

      The boys, now stunned silent, stared at the pink blankets with quiet reverence. Mary Elise clutched Trey’s and Austin’s hands while Danny crossed the small conference room. Stopping in front of the steel-framed wheeled basinet, he slid broad hands beneath the tiny bundle, cradling her like a pro.

      Like a father.

      He didn’t turn right away, instead standing in profile, gazing down at the tiny face and whispering greetings. A boyish lock of hair fell forward over his brow with familiar regularity. As much as Mary Elise wanted to see her baby, she froze, mesmerized by the glow of love warming her husband’s eyes as he met their daughter. An image she would always cherish.

      Then he pivoted toward Mary Elise, placed their baby girl into the cradle of her arms as she’d imagined him doing so often. Her arms filled as quickly as her heart. How amazing that in a simple second, she couldn’t remember a time when this precious little one hadn’t been in her life. Mary Elise stroked a knuckle over her daughter’s tipped nose, chubby cheek, along the softest skin ever.

      “Well, hello, Mary Francis,” she crooned her child’s name—Mary Francis, after Daniel’s father, Franklin, the man who’d given them all a second chance.

      She sank to the sofa, Austin and Trey crawling up beside her, Danny kneeling in front of her. His flight suit stretched across his broad, reliable shoulders, almost pulling out the wrinkles she never could seem to iron free. Not that she really wanted to dispense with those creases. Danny suited her just fine as he was, with his rumpled uniforms and knee-melting kisses.

      The nurse backed toward the door. “I’ll leave y’all alone to get acquainted. Just buzz me when you’re ready for her to go back to the nursery.”

      Mary Elise wasn’t sure that time would ever come.

      Trey tickled Mary Francis under the chin. “You’re named for my dad, Austin’s and your daddy’s dad, too.”

      Austin leaned over, closer. “Ooh-rah. Okay? Don’t be listening to Trey when he tells ya’ somethin’ else.”

      Laughter chimed, then faded, smiles remaining as they became acquainted with tiny Mary Francis—her round face with wide eyes, her sprigs of dark hair and the sweet smell of baby.

      Daniel cupped the back of Mary Elise’s neck, pulled her forward for a kiss, his forehead falling to rest on hers after. “Life is good.”

      “Yeah, Danny, it sure is.” Love swelled, flowed in their old connection, but broader now, binding them in a circle through the family they’d built together.

      Years ago, Mary Elise had dreamed of filling her arms with Danny Baker’s children. But she never could have envisioned anything quite this perfect.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Be on the lookout for more Hometown Heroes!

        Book 1: This Time Around (Available now!)

        Book 2: His North Star (Available now!)

        Book 3: Pretend You’re Mine (Available now!)

        Book 4: In Too Deep (Available now!)

        Book 5: Forever His Girl
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        Read on for an excerpt from “Hometown Heroes” book 6:

        Dangerous to Love
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      Major Jack “Cobra” Korba, USAF, had mastered butting heads with mountains by the fifth grade when he discovered his ability to make people laugh. But right now he suspected there wasn’t a knock-knock joke on earth that could offer much help against the 6500-foot rocky peak screaming toward his windscreen at three hundred knots.

      “High terrain. Coming thirty degrees left,” Jack clipped through the headset to his copilot.

      Adrenaline crackled inside him like the popping flickers of light across his night-vision goggles—NVGs. The gear strapped to his helmet narrowed his vision into a neon-green tunnel.

      “Copy that, Cobra, thirty degrees left,” affirmed his copilot, Captain Derek “Rodeo” Washington.

      The C-17 cranked left, massive cargo plane hugging the craggy landscape. Desert dunes and jagged ridges whipped past in an emerald kaleidoscope haze.

      He lived to fly. But today he flew as lead pilot for this mission so that others might live. One person in particular.

      Rodeo ran his hands along the dimly lit control panel checking readings while Jack gripped the stick. No steering yoke like with older cargo planes, the Air Force’s C-17 boasted the stick and grace of a fighter jet despite its hulking size.

      Four more C-17s packed with Army Rangers trailed behind in formation. Total night swallowed them, no lights on the wings or ground. Only minimal illumination on the instrument panel guided them through the roller-coaster pass in their low-level flight.

      It was hazardous to fly with NVGs, but necessary for stealthy penetration into hostile territory to offload cargo holds full of Airborne Rangers—the final phase of the mission to seize a Middle Eastern terrorist camp. The radical faction had assassinated the ambassador to Rubistan and taken three American hostages.

      Keeping their mission low key, covert, was crucial to preventing all-out war. Rubistan might only be a tiny country neighboring Turkey, but their government had some hefty allies and an unstable regime.

      Jack worked the rudder pedals, refusing to allow the need for vengeance to chink his concentration. Mountains to the left and right posed a constant threat outweighed by the benefits of masking them from detection by enemy radar. Visually, dark aircraft blended with the thrusting backdrop of sand and rock. Sound reflected off the mountains until pinpointing a plane’s locale became all but impossible.

      Yeah, the protection from enemy ground-to-air missiles offered a hefty payoff to counterbalance the perils of weaving 174 feet of hurtling metal through a serpentine pass.

      At night.

      All the more reason to nail this final training run over the Nevada desert. Soon to be a Middle Eastern desert. He contained the anticipation. He had to stay focused. Training missions could prove as deadly as the real deal.

      Rodeo keyed up his mike. “Sixty seconds to turn point. Right turn three-zero-five degrees. Climb to 3700 feet. High terrain this leg. Peak, right side of corridor, 4900 feet. Standby to turn.”

      “Copy, co.” Jack’s gloved hand clenched around the throttle, nudging it forward. “Heading three-zero-five. Climb to 3700.”

      Clipped numbers and confirmed calls zipped back and forth, every contingency considered. Jack hoped. This was their last chance to work out any bugs.

      Dust swirled in a murky haze from the 40,440 pounds of thrust from each of the four jet engines powering the C-17 past the arching peak. He steadied every breath in time with his heartbeat. Only a week more until the three American hostages would be rescued. Only a more week until Monica’s sister would be free.

      Major Monica Hyatt—the one mountain of will he couldn’t move. His heart rate kicked an extra beat ahead of his breaths.

      Heaven knows he’d tried to sway her to the point of messing up their relationship so bad there was no going back. Probably for the best given that when Monica discovered he’d kept the plans for this mission from her, his flight surgeon ex-lover would likely take a scalpel to him.

      Only by the grace of God and connections in D.C. had he managed to land himself in the position of primary planner as well as lead pilot for this undertaking. Having Monica in his biscuits was a distraction he couldn’t afford right now. Not that she was speaking to him, anyway.

      “Cobra, check right.”

      Mountains dipped beyond his windscreen. Jack roped in his thoughts. The weight of lives in the plane, as well as on the ground in that camp overseas pressed on his shoulders heavier than the bulky NVGs anchored to his helmet. “Copy, co. Got it visually.”

      Jack angled through a saddle dip where a valley divided crests into a stretch of desert waiting to welcome the aerial assault from rangers offloaded into the drop zone. Low and slow. He eased back on the throttle.

      Keep cool. Laid-back but steady, his lifetime mantra.

      Time to offload the troopers from the ranger regiment. Jack thumbed the mike button to signal the loadmaster. “Tag, level at 3800 feet.”

      “Roger, Major. Level at 3800 feet. Ready when you are.”

      The loadmaster snapped through the checklist calls and confirmations until control panel lights signaled dual doors opening with the loadmaster, Tag, orchestrating. Tag, a looming silent mystery around the squadron and a magician in the air, offloaded cargo with a swift efficiency that resembled a disappearing act.

      Fifty-five seconds later, one hundred and two paratroopers from his plane split the inky sky. Jack’s grip around the stick loosened. The boulders on his shoulders crumbled. Sure the C-17s still had to return to base for a no-lights landing, but it was only their butts on the line now.

      He shrugged through the tension. With pressure easing, piddly concerns trickled over him like the sweat down his back. Such as the fact that his arm hurt like crazy from the immunizations required for a deployment to the Middle East. His hand slid up to rub the sore inoculation site.

      Rodeo nodded toward his arm. “You okay, Cobra? They pumped us full of more stuff than normal for this one because of all those morphing virus strains.”

      “Roger that,” Jack replied. “This new anthrax shot feels like the time I picked up one of my sisters’ hair straighteners while it was still plugged in.” And it wasn’t as if he could call on his favorite flight surgeon for TLC anymore. “Sometimes it’s tough to tell which is worse, the shot or the disease.”

      “You’ll survive. My mama used to dose me up with every inoculation the minute it cleared the FDA, sometimes before.” A military brat, Rodeo had grown up around the world, moving with his Army medic mother. The guy could party in four languages and never left a friend alone in a bar fight.

      A wingman to trust.

      Why then did he trust Rodeo with his life in the air, but hadn’t told a man he considered his best friend about the mess with Monica? “Doesn’t seem your mama stunted your growth.”

      Rodeo’s deep chuckles rumbled through the interphone without arguing.

      No need since his wiry height spoke for itself. “Made any plans to kill time before we ship out?”

      “Me. My bed. One-on-one for twelve hours straight.” Jack pushed the throttle forward, climbing into the opaque sky.

      “You can sleep later. Let’s head down into Vegas and hit one of the casinos’ all-you-can-eat setup before we’re stuck with a week of that mess hall crap on a shingle. Crusty was telling me the Rio’s got this kick-butt Carnival World Buffet.” Rodeo kissed his gloved fingertips. “Everything from sushi for me to those cheeseburgers you love. Too bad Crusty’s already over in Rubistan. He’s always up for food.”

      Vegas? Irritation and memories chewed his hide. “Thanks for the offer, but my bed has a kick-butt pillow that won’t take me a half hour of driving to find.”

      If he could sleep the night through without dreams of Monica—or nightmares about her sister who’d been taken hostage simply because she wanted to feed a few hungry peasants.

      Guilt slugged him and not for the first time. He’d used those same connections in D.C. to wrangle an introduction for Monica’s sister with the Rubistanian ambassador. Bingo, her team with the IFB— International Food Bank—had been granted entrée into the tiny country.

      All because he’d wanted to impress Monica.

      No matter how many times logic told him Sydney Hyatt would have found her way over there with or without him, the guilt stayed.

      “Come on, Cobra,” Rodeo said. “What’s up with you? We’ve got a week in Rubistan and then who knows how long in Germany afterward.”

      Jack grunted, running out of excuses and not in any hurry to share, even with his buddy.

      “Ah, I get it.” Rodeo nodded, his hands running over the dim neon glow of the control panel as he noted altimeter settings and airspeed. “You’ve already got something lined up, maybe someone to meet you on that pillow. Jack Korba, for a hairy, ugly son of a gun, you sure score a lot.”

      He wanted off this subject. Now. “Not tonight, pal. I’m taking my hairy self to bed.”

      “Yeah, right. What’s your secret?”

      Jack upped the throttle again, bringing him closer to his pillow and the end of this chat. “I start with calling a woman by the right name.”

      Rodeo chuckled. “Then I’m totally screwed.”

      The headset echoed with laughter from Tag in back, Rodeo’s call sign being no great secret. His first had been “George,” a link to his last name Washington until word leaked that Rodeo had a reputation for shouting the wrong woman’s name during sex. Rumor had it one offended babe of the week bucked him off and onto his bare butt in under eight seconds—rodeo style.

      Minutes after the tale hit the squadron rumor mill, somebody tapped a keg for a new naming ceremony and “Rodeo” was born. A funny-as-all-get-out moniker, if it weren’t for the fact that Jack suspected Rodeo always called out the same woman’s name. Something Rodeo had never shared any more than Jack felt compelled to spill about Monica.

      Sympathy knocked with a reminder of how close he could come to being in the same position. Bare butt on cold tile.

      Sweat iced on his back. “How about after we wrap things up overseas and get back home to Charleston, let’s take some time off? Hang out. No women. I’ve got a line on some tickets to a Braves’ game if you’re in for a road trip down to Atlanta.”

      And sure enough, that made him think about how much Monica enjoyed baseball games, as at ease in jeans and a ponytail as in her flight suit and a French braid.

      “Sounds like a plan.” Rodeo smirked beneath the NVGs, his teeth a mocking green grin. “Well, hope you enjoy your date tonight with your… pillow.”

      “I’m sure I will.”

      When he completed this mission, he could clear the slate and move on. Celibacy was a pain in the butt, not to mention other body parts. Much longer and he’d be qualified for a call sign change to “Blue.”

      Problem was, he didn’t want anyone else. But if he didn’t get his head on straight again, he would alienate everyone around him. What happened to his normal mode of boots-steady, laid-back, keeping it cool?

      Cracked desert heaved and rolled with rocky outcroppings leading back to Nellis AFB, the location hosting final mission rehearsal as all the combatants from different bases came together. The city lights of Vegas stayed well out of sight in their route chosen for NVGs.

      Vegas. That must be what had him on edge, too many dark-cloud memories of his last trip here with Monica. They’d been so stoked over landing a joint TDY—Temporary Duty. Then the news of her sister’s capture had come through and everything spiraled out of control in a flat spin —unrecoverable.

      Ridiculous to think for a second Monica would hang all over him in gratitude once she found out he’d taken on the upcoming mission to save her sister. Clinging vine wasn’t her gig. Fine by him. He’d never wanted her to change.

      Much.

      So no, he didn’t expect gratitude complete with waterworks and hot, thank-you sex. Well, okay, yeah, he would give his left nut to have Monica naked in his bed again. He was human. Male. Alive.

      But he didn’t want her taking him back out of gratitude. Rescuing the hostages was the right thing to do. It was his job. His mission. His calling. He would do the same for anyone’s sister, mother, daughter—be they from the United States or Timbuktu.

      Still, he couldn’t stop the bitter surge of satisfaction in knowing that once he finished, he would be imprinted on Monica Hyatt’s memory, if not her life, as she’d been imprinted on his.

      Only one more week and he would be free to sleep without nightmares or tempting dreams. He could erase her name from his brain and off his mouth. Because no way did he intend to tap a keg for a call sign change to “Rodeo Two.”
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        * * *

      

      In two minutes flat Monica Hyatt talked her way past the cleaning lady outside Jack Korba’s room at the Warrior Inn. Piece of cake, since she’d changed into her flight suit after flying in on a commercial airline from Charleston.

      Facing Jack again, however, would be tougher and more embarrassing than taping Band-Aids over her nipples for the bathing suit competition in the Miss Texas pageant.

      She’d been first runner-up for Miss Texas. She wouldn’t accept anything but a win today with the stakes a lot higher than scholarship money for medical school.

      Monica clicked the door closed behind her. The thud of her combat boots against industrial carpet echoed a lonely tattoo in the empty room. The need to bawl her eyes out clogged her throat, her nose, her head. She couldn’t afford the luxury. She didn’t lose it often, so when she did, all the bottled emotions overflowed.

      And since her sister’s capture, she’d been containing a flood in a Ziploc bag.

      Slinging her green military bag to rest on the foot of the bed, she paced off restless energy, tugged the spread smooth again. Straightened a lampshade. With each heavy thump of her boots, she reminded herself she was in control, a combat veteran. Sure she might have only taken the Air Force contract as a way to pay her way through medical school when the pageant gig flopped. But the minute she’d put on the uniform, she knew.

      It fit.

      As a flight surgeon she treated the aviators, specializing in ailments induced by aerospace stresses to the body. A challenging way to serve her country while fulfilling her dream of being a doctor. Sometimes she broke into a sweat over how close she’d come to missing her niche. Of course, her high school guidance counselor in Red Branch, Texas, never mentioned combat boots as an option to graduating senior girls.

      She’d just never expected to lace those boots in defense of her own family.

      Monica stacked loose coins on the oak dresser, avoided touching Jack’s wadded-up T-shirt trailing over the edge and tamped down images of what her sister must have endured during three and a half months of captivity. Her little sister who splashed in puddles and forgot her lunch box.

      Unshed tears burned like alcohol on an open wound.

      Don’t think. Her feet carried her to the minifridge where she helped herself to a bottled water beside a half gallon of milk. Her eyes grazed over Jack’s predictable box of Froot Loops on top of the refrigerator. A smile tickled as she thought of how he hated mornings, always carting along a quick breakfast to bypass the extra time to find a mess hall or restaurant.

      Picking up the open box, she traced the toucan. Jack would pop a rivet when he found her in his room, but no way did she intend for this confrontation to go public. Especially with so much other baggage between them that could well start spewing once words flew. Meeting him alone in a room with a bed might not be the wisest course of action, but there were precious few private options.

      Ironic, especially in a base that controlled some of the stealthiest of test projects. It was the perfect place for practice runs of the covert ops Jack planned for rescuing her sister.

      A plan of which he hadn’t shared a single detail.

      Her knees folding under her, she sagged to the edge of the bed, cereal box clutched to her belly. She’d suffered too many extra days of fear when he could have reassured her. She’d only stumbled onto a hint of the mission by accident when a squadron member assumed she must know because of her sister’s involvement. One sentence of breached security necessitated a briefing on the whole plan.

      Now she knew. Jack was the lead pilot and primary planner for a joint forces rescue operation into Rubistan—the Air Force dropping in SEALs to secure the hostages, then offloading Rangers to seize the terrorist compound.

      And he hadn’t told her. The betrayal cut deep.

      For heaven’s sake, it was her sister out there. Sydney, her blood, her responsibility since their mother had hauled butt to greener pastures, ironically found in the middle of the desert. The same desert that had lured her sister on a crusade to feed starving babies and find answers about why her own mother had abandoned her children.

      As if the answers weren’t clear enough.

      Their mother had picked the prestige and wealth offered by a Middle Eastern, oil-rich royal instead of staying with her two daughters in a pissant tiny Texas town where their father fit hubcaps on an assembly line. No surprise. How many times had she listened to her mother’s favored fairy tales about a man to swoop her off her feet? As if it didn’t slice into her daughter knowing Daddy wasn’t cast in the role of that love-ya-forever prince.

      Love. The smell of Fruity Os teased her nostrils from the open box.

      Sure Jack used to say he loved her. At least ten times a day. But then Jack also loved his airplane. His grandmama. Roller coasters. Elvis. A double cheeseburger with the works, hold the pickles, because he hated pickles, hated them with as much passion as he loved that cheeseburger.

      Most of all, Jack Korba loved the emotional charge of a challenge. More importantly, he had the laid-back patience to wait. And win.

      Every time Jack said he loved her, she read in his sleepy-lidded eyes the burning drive to win her response. Maybe if she’d accepted his first date offer, his interest would have fizzled. Instead she’d said no to the squadron player. He’d asked again. And again, until she’d finally accepted.

      I love you, Mon, he’d repeated hundreds of times, determination firing his eyes.

      Sure as she knew Jack Korba hated pickles and loved to kiss his way down her spine, she realized if she ever answered him, the challenge would be gone. He would walk. And she resented him for that. Even as she wanted him and enjoyed the way he made her smile, which made her want him all the more.

      And he’d used those feelings to manipulate her. How many times did he have to twist her heart around before she got over him?

      She dropped the cereal box to the floor before it weakened her with breakfast-in-bed-with-Jack memories. He bulldozed his way over weakness with slow determination and a loose-hipped strut.

      Monica picked fuzz balls off the cheap, polyester bedspread. She wouldn’t be conquered by a Posturepedic stretch of box springs any more than by six feet two inches of tempting Greek testosterone.

      Hints of leather and sweat uniquely Jack whispered up. Around her. Invading her senses.

      She sat straighter, cross-legged on the bed. It was only a weak moment brought on by too much worry over her sister, just that weak moment during the night in Vegas three and a half months ago. Except this time she would know to keep her guard up around Jack.

      Focus and forge ahead like in the pageant bathing suit competition. Eyes straight, head tall regardless of how exposed she felt with those Band-Aids sealed on her nipples. Surely she’d faced the worst with Jack.

      Too bad she couldn’t escape one simple fact. While slapping those Band-Aids on had been mortifying and uncomfortable…

      The pain had been nothing compared to peeling them off.
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        * * *

      

      Five minutes and he could peel off his flight suit.

      Jack stared down the long corridor of the Warrior Inn to his room, debrief for their night flight completed by sunrise. Plans and test runs were finished, even the Army Rangers had begun to straggle back into billeting for sleep.

      Nothing he could do now but pray they pulled off their three-part plan.

      Anything. Anywhere. Anytime. Like the squadron motto stitched on the patch stuck to his sleeve, he would unleash it all to bring an end to this.

      Loping ahead, Jack nodded without speaking as he angled past other crew dogs milling around—Joker and Tag with Rodeo. He just wanted to crawl under the sheets alone in his nice quiet room and sleep until time to leave for Rubistan.

      An ADVON team—advanced echelon—led by Captain Daniel “Crusty” Baker had already deployed to set up their temporary base in an old airport donated by the Rubistanian government. The Rubistans were working like crazy to diffuse tense U.S. relations with political distance from the terrorist faction. If not for Rubistan’s slack security once the captured terrorist leader had been deported from the States, Ammar al-Khayr would still be in custody rather than back in power.

      Jack chewed on a curse. Practice runs might be done, but he would rehearse it in his head at least a hundred more times because failing was not an option.

      He would lead a formation of cargo planes into Rubistan under the guise of transporting humanitarian relief to NGO workers. Once there, he would drop SEALs deep in-country to recon intel for a couple of days. Then the SEALs would slip in to secure the hostages just before five hundred Rangers rained from the sky to seize the terrorist camp.

      Piece of cake, right?

      Rounding the corner, Jack slowed, nodded to the senior officer lumbering toward him in the narrow corridor. No salute necessary indoors, a fact his aching arm appreciated. “Morning, sir.”

      “Korba.” Colonel Drew Cullen nodded in return.

      While Jack had planned the mission, everyone would report to Cullen, the Ranger Regimental Commander from Ft. Benning, Georgia.

      Jack started to pass, but Cullen pulled up short. “Hold on a minute, Korba.”

      “Yes, sir?”

      Sun, sand and duty had carved lines in the Colonel’s face, marking every one of his years in the field. Even with below-the-zone promotions, the guy had to be in his early forties. Cullen reached into the front pocket of his camouflage BDU—Battle Dress Uniform—and pulled out a roll of LifeSavers candies. “Have one.”

      Turning him down seemed in bad form. “Uh, sure. Thank you, sir.”

      Weathered lines softened with a smile. “I’m celebrating my first grandkid.”

      Grandkid? Jack thumbed a lime LifeSaver free. This guy wasn’t even ten years older and already had a grandchild before Jack got started on children. Of course he would have been knee-deep in a family if Tina hadn’t died from a fluke heart attack during childbirth. Fifteen years had eased the pain over losing his wife and stillborn son until he managed to walk through days at a time without thinking of them.

      Then moments like this brought it up front again. Like smacking a mountain. “Girl or boy?”

      “Baby girl.”

      “Congratulations, sir.” Jack popped the LifeSaver into his mouth to blunt the sour aftertaste of memories with lime. Monica always ordered lime—not lemon—in her water.

      Both Monica and Tina crowded his brain when he preferred to think of neither. Oblivion worked better.

      His pillow called to him louder than ever. “See you tomorrow morning, Colonel.”

      “Sleep well, Major.”

      Jack pivoted on his boot heel, stopping just shy of ramming the cleaning cart. The uniformed maid smiled, steadying a tottering pyramid of toilet paper rolls. “Sir, I went ahead and let your wife into your room. I hope that was all right.”

      Wife?

      Steady ground shifted under him. He didn’t need three guesses as to who’d tracked him down.

      “Your wife?” Rodeo slid up like a bogey from his six o’clock and slugged him on the arm. The sore arm. “I knew you were holding out on me, Cobra.”

      Jack winced, massaging his bicep. “I’m not—”

      “Who is it?” Rodeo lounged a shoulder against the wall, his flight suit creaseless in spite of the sweaty hours crammed in a crew compartment. Somehow the guy made even military issue shout Armani. “The chick at the registration desk? Or that hot lieutenant from the weather shop? Who cares? I’m just glad you’re in the saddle again, man.” Rodeo stared back with somber brown eyes as dark as his skin.

      So much for the great wall of deception about his screwed-up relationship. “I’m fine. I just need to sleep. Alone.” Understatement of the century. “But thanks. Once this mess is over with and we’re in Charleston again, I owe ya’ that Braves’ game.”

      Rodeo nodded before cutting into the milling crowd, voice booming, “Hey, Joker, ever been to the Rio?”

      Once he was sure prying eyes were far away, Jack’s gaze homed in on his room number. For five seconds he even considered finding another place to sleep. Except his “wife” was here for a reason. And he needed her diverted and safely tucked away before he left. Jack took out his room card, then pushed open the door to find…

      Monica.

      Yeah, that cleaning service woman was dead on target. Thanks to a drunken mistake in the Elvis Chapel of Love three and a half months ago, Jack was once again a married man, this time to Major Monica “Hippocrates” Hyatt.

      And his wife waited in his bed, long legs folded and silky caramel-blonde hair calling a man to bury his face deep.

      “Hello, Jack.”

      Two words, spoken in a sandpaper drawl packed with perpetual hints of morning bedroom voice, stopped him in his tracks. What was it about her? Seven months hadn’t given him the answer, and still he couldn’t stop asking himself the question, a mighty fine excuse to stare at her.

      Not delicately pretty like Tina, or bombshell-knockout like some of the other women he’d dated, so much as…arresting. Full lips and the slash of strong, high cheekbones lent her an almost exotic air in spite of her all-American Texas twang.

      And she was here. From the rare stillness in his normally restless new wife, he predicted trouble. He wanted to think it was just bad luck that had brought her to Nellis, but he didn’t believe in coincidence.

      Somehow she’d found out about the mission.

      “Jack?” She extended her legs in front of her, one at a time in a never-ending stretch.

      Helmet bag dangling from his hand, Jack kicked the door closed behind him. “Hey, babe, enticing as it is to finally have my wife in my bed three and a half months after the wedding, the King’s too tired to break into a chorus of ‘Are You Lonesome Tonight.”’
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