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 Chapter 1

 This was wrong. It was all wrong. Another few minutes, and this entire combined team of FInCOM
agents and Navy SEALs was going to be torn to bits.

 There was a small army of terrorists out there in the steamy July night. The Ts-or tangos, as the SEALs
were fond of calling them-were waiting on their arrival with assault rifles that were as powerful as the
weapon P.J. Richards clutched in her sweating hands.

 P.J. tried to slow her pounding heart, tried to make the adrenaline that was streaming through her system
work for her rather than against her as she crept through the darkness.

 FInCOM Agent Tim Farber was calling the shots, but Far-ber was a city boy-and a fool, to boot. He
didn't know squat about moving through the heavy underbrush of this kind of junglelike terrain. Of
course, P.J. was a fine one to be calling names. Born in D.C., she'd been raised on concrete and
crumbling blacktop-a different kind of jungle altogether.

 Still, she knew enough to realize that Farber had to move more slowly to listen to the sounds of the night
around him. And as long as she was criticizing, the fact that four FInCOM agents and three SEALs were
occupying close to the same amount of real estate along this narrow trail made her feel as if she were part
of some great big Christmas package, all wrapped up with a ribbon on top, waiting under some terrorist's
tree.

 "Tim." P.J. spoke almost silently into the wireless radio headset she and the rest of the CSF team-the
Combined SEAL/FInCOM Antiterrorist team-had been outfitted with. "Spread us out and slow it
down."

 "Feel free to hang back if we're moving too fast for you." Farber intentionally misunderstood, and P.J.
felt a flash of frustration. As the only woman in the group, she was at the receiving end of more than her
share of condescending remarks.

 But while P.J. stood only five feet two inches and weighed in at barely one hundred pounds, she could
run circles around any one of these men—including most of the big, bad Navy SEALs. She could



outshoot nearly all of them, too. When it came to sheer, brute force, yes, she'd admit she was at a
disadvantage. But that didn't matter. Even though she couldn't pick them up and throw them any farther
than she could spit, she could outthink damn near anyone, no sweat.

 She sensed more than heard movement to her right and raised her weapon.

 But it was only the SEAL called Harvard. The brother. His name was Daryl Becker and he was a senior
chief—the naval equivalent of an army sergeant. He cut an imposing enough figure in his street clothes,
but dressed in camouflage gear and protective goggles, he looked more dangerous than any man she'd
ever met. He'd covered his face and the top of his shaved head with streaks of green and brown
greasepaint that blended eerily with his black skin.

 He was older than many of the other SEALs in the illustrious Alpha Squad. P J. was willing to bet he
had a solid ten years on her at least, making him thirty-five—or maybe even older. This was no green
boy. This one was one-hundred-percent-pure grown man—every hard, muscled inch of him.

 Rumour had it he'd actually attended Harvard University and graduated cum laude before enlisting in
Uncle Sam's Navy.

 He hand-signalled a question. "Are you all right?" He mouthed the words as well—as if he thought she'd
already forgotten the array of gestures that allowed them to communicate silently. Maybe Greg Greene or
Charles Schneider had forgotten, but she remembered every single one.

 "I'm okay," she signalled to him as tersely as she could, frowning to emphasize her disapproval.

 Damn, Harvard had been babying her from the word go. Ever since the FInCOM agents had first met
the SEALs from Alpha Squad, this man in particular had been watching her closely, no doubt ready to
catch her when she finally succumbed to the female vapours and fainted.

 P.J. used hand signals to tell him what Tim Farber had ignored. Stop. Listen. Silent. Something's wrong.

 The woods around them were oddly quiet. All the chirping and squeaking and rustling of God only
knows what kinds of creepy crawly insect life had stopped. Someone else was out there, or they
themselves were making too much racket. Either possibility was bad news.

 Tim Farber's voice sounded over the headphones. "Raheem says the campsite is only a quarter mile
ahead. Split up into groups."

 About time. If she were the AIC—the agent in charge—of the operation, she would have broken the
group into pairs right from the start. Not only that, but she would have taken what the informant, Raheem
Al Hadi, said with a very large grain of salt instead of hurtling in, ill-informed and half-cocked.

 "Belay that." Tim's voice was too loud in her ears. "Raheem advises the best route in is on this path.
These woods are booby-trapped. Stay together."

 P.J. felt like one of the Redcoats, marching along the trail from Lexington to Concord-the perfect target
for the rebel guerrillas.

 She had discussed Raheem with Tim Farber before they'd left on this mission. Or rather, she'd posed
some thought—provoking questions to which he'd responded with off-the-cuff reassurances. Raheem
had given information to the SEALs before. His record had proven him to be reliable. Tim had reassured



her, all right—he'd reassured her that he was, indeed, a total fool.

 She'd found out from the other two FInCOM agents that Farber believed the SEALs were testing him to
see if he trusted them. He was intending to prove he did.

 Stay close to me, Harvard said with his hands.

 P.J. pretended not to see him as she checked her weapon. She didn't need to be baby-sat. Annoyance
flooded through her, masking the adrenaline surges and making her feel almost calm.

 He got right in her face. Buddy up, he signalled. Follow me.

 No. You follow me. She shot the signal back at him. She, for one, was tired of blindly following just
anyone. She'd come out here in these wretched, bug-infested, swampy woods to neutralize terrorists.
And that was exactly what she was going to do. If G.I. Joe here wanted to tag along, that was fine by
her.

 He caught her wrist in his hand—Lord, he had big hands—and shook his head in warning.

 He was standing so close she could feel body heat radiating from him. He was much taller than she was,
more than twelve inches, and she had to crane her neck to glare at him properly.

 He smiled suddenly, as if he found the evil eye she was giving him behind her goggles amusing. He
clicked off his lip mike, pushing it slightly aside so that he could lean down to whisper in her ear, "I knew
you'd be trouble, first time I saw you."

 It was remarkable, really, the way this man's smile transformed his face, changing him from stern, savage
warrior to intensely interested and slightly amused potential lover. Or maybe he was just mildly interested
and highly amused, and her too vivid imagination had made up the other parts.

 P.J. pulled her hand away, and as she did, the world exploded around her, and Harvard fell to the
ground.

 He'd been shot.

 Her mind froze, but her body reacted swiftly as a projectile whistled past her head.

 She brought her weapon up as she hit the ground, using her peripheral vision to mark the positions of the
tangos who had crept up behind them. She fired in double bursts, hitting one, then two, then three of
them in rapid succession.

 All around her, weapons were being fired and men were shouting in outrage and in pain. From what she
could see, the entire CSF team was completely surrounded—except for the little hole she'd made in the
terrorists' line of attack.

 "Man down," P.J. rasped, following FInCOM procedure as she crawled on knees and elbows toward
Harvard's body. But he'd taken a direct hit. She knew from one glance there was no use pulling him with
her as she moved outside the kill zone.

 "Backup—we need backup!" She could hear Tim Farber's voice, pitched up an octave, as she moved
as silently as possible toward the prone bodies of the terrorists she'd brought down.



 "By the time help arrives—" Chuck Schneider's voice was also very squeaky, "—there'll be nothing left
here to back up!"

 Yeah? Not if she could help it.

 There was a tree with low branches just beyond the terrorists' ambush point. If she could get there and
somehow climb up it...

 She was a city girl, an urban-street agent, and she'd never climbed a tree in her life. She absolutely hated
heights, but she knew if she could fire from the vantage point of those branches, the tangos wouldn't
know what hit them.

 P.J. moved up and onto her feet in a crouching run and headed for the tree. She saw the tango rising out
of the bushes at the last possible second and she fired twice, hitting him squarely in the chest. He fell, and
only then did she see the man behind him.

 She was dead. She knew in that instant that she was dead. She fired anyway, but her aim was off.

 His wasn't.

 The force of the double impact pushed her back, and she tripped and went down. She felt her head
crack against something, a rock, the trunk of a tree-she wasn't sure what, but it was granite hard. Pain
exploded, stars sparking behind her tightly closed eyes.

 "Code eighty-six! Eighty-six! Cease and desist!"

 Just like that, the gunfire stopped. Just like that, this particular training exercise was over.

 P.J. felt bright lights going on all over the area, and she struggled to open her eyes, to sit up. The
movement made the world lurch unappealingly, and she desperately fought the urge to retch, curling
instead into a tight little ball. She prayed she'd somehow find her missing sense of equilibrium before
anyone noticed she was temporarily out for the count.

 "We need a hospital corpsman," the voice over her headset continued. "We've got an agent down,
possibly head injury."

 P.J. felt hands touching her shoulder, her face, unfastening her goggles. So much for no one noticing.

 "Richards, yo. You still with me, girl?" It was Harvard, and his voice got harsher, louder as he turned
away from her. "Where the hell is that corpsman?" Softer again, and sweeter, like honey now. "Richards,
can you open your eyes?"

 She opened one eye and saw Harvard's camouflaged face gazing at her. His chin and cheeks were
splattered with yellow from the paint ball that had hit him in the centre of his chest.

 "I'm fine," she whispered. She still hadn't quite regained her breath from the paint ball that had caught her
directly in the midsection.

 "Like hell you're fine," he countered. "And I should know. I saw you doing that George of the Jungle
imitation. Right into that tree, headfirst..."



 One Harvard became two—and Lord knows one was more than enough to deal with. P.J. had to close
her eyes again. "Just give me another minute...."

 "Corpsman's on the way, Senior Chief."

 "How bad's she hurt, H.?" P.J. recognized that voice as belonging to Alpha Squad's commanding officer,
Captain Joe Catalanotto—Joe Cat, as his men irreverently called him.

 "I don't know, Cat. I don't want to move her, in case she's got a neck injury. Why the hell didn't one of
us think about the danger of firing a paint ball at someone this girl's size? What is she? Ninety, ninety-five
pounds at the most? How the hell did this get past us?"

 The breathlessness and dizziness were finally fading, leaving a lingering nausea and a throbbing ache in
her head. P.J. would have liked a few more minutes to gather her senses, but Harvard had just gone and
called her a girl.

 "This is no big deal," P.J. said, forcing her eyes open and struggling to sit up. "I was moving when the
projectile hit me—the force caught me off balance and I tripped. There's no need to turn this into some
kind of a national incident. Besides, I weigh a hundred pounds." On a good day. "I've played paint-ball
games before with no problem."

 Harvard was kneeling next to her. He reached out, caught her face between his hands and lightly
touched the back of her head with the tips of his fingers. He skimmed an incredibly sore spot, and she
couldn't help but wince.

 He swore softly, as if it hurt him, as well. "Hurts, huh?"

 "I'm—"

 "Fine," he finished for her. "Yes, ma'am, you've made that clear. You've also got a bump the size of
Mount Saint Helens on the back of your head. Odds are, you've got a concussion to go along with that
bump."

 P.J. could see Tim Farber standing in the background, all but taking notes for the report she knew he
was going to file with Kevin Laughton.I recommend from now on that Agent Richards's role in this
antiterrorist unit be limited to dealing with administrative issues.... Some men couldn't abide
working in the field alongside a woman. She glanced at Harvard. No doubt he'd be first in line to put his
initials right next to Farber's recommendation.

 She silently composed her own note. Hey, Kev, I fell and I landed wrong—so sue me. And before you
pull me off this team prove that no male FInCOM agent ever made a similar mistake and... Oh, wait,
what's that I'm remembering? A certain high-level AIC who shall remain nameless but whose initials are
K.L doing a rather ungraceful nosedive from a second-story window during a training op back about a
year and a half ago?

 P.J. focused on the mental image of Laughton grinning ruefully as he rubbed the newly healed collarbone
that still gave him twinges of pain whenever it rained. That picture made Farber's lofty smirk easier to
bear.

 No way was Kevin Laughton pulling her from this assignment. He had been her boss for two years, and



he knew she deserved to be right here, right through to the end, come hell or high water or Tim Farber's
male chauvinist whining.

 The corpsman arrived, and after he flashed a light into P.J.'s eyes, he examined the bump on the back of
her head a whole lot less gently than Harvard had.

 "I want to take you over to the hospital," the corpsman told her. "I think you're probably fine, but I'd feel
better if we got an X ray or two. You've got a lot of swelling back there. Any nausea?"

 "I had the wind knocked out of me, so it's hard to tell," P.J. said, sidestepping the question. Harvard was
shaking his head, watching her closely, and she carefully made a point not to meet his gaze.

 "Can you walk or should we get a stretcher?"

 P.J. was damned if she was going to be carried out of these woods, but truth was, her legs felt like
rubber. "I can walk." Her voice rang with false confidence as she tried to convince herself as well as
everyone else.

 She could feel Harvard watching as she pushed herself unsteadily to her feet. He moved closer, still
looking to catch her if she fell. It was remarkable, really. Every other woman she knew would've been
dying for a good-looking man like Senior Chief Daryl Becker to play hero for them.

 But she wasn't every other woman.

 She'd come this far on her own two feet and she wasn't about to let some silly bump on the head
undermine her tough-as-nails reputation.

 It was hard enough working at FInCOM, where the boys only grudgingly let the girls play, too. But for
eight weeks, she was being allowed access to the absolutely-no-women-allowed world of the U.S. Navy
SEALs.

 For the next eight weeks, the members of SEAL Team Ten's invincible Alpha Squad were going to be
watching her, waiting for her to screw up so they could say to each other, See, this is precisely why we
don't let women in.

 The SEALs were the U.S. Navy's special forces units. They were highly trained warriors with
well-earned reputations for being the closest things to superheroes this side of a comic book.

 The acronym came from sea, air and land, and SEALs were equally comfortable—and adept—at
operating in all of those environments.

 They were smart, they were brave and they were more than a little crazy—they had to be to make it
through the gruelling sessions known as BUD/S training, which included the legendary Hell Week. From
what P.J. had heard, a man who was still in the SEAL program after completing Hell Week had every
right to be cocky and arrogant.

 And the men of Alpha Squad at times could be both.

 As P.J. forced herself to walk slowly but steadily away, she could feel all of Alpha Squad's eyes on her
back.



 Especially Senior Chief Harvard Becker's.

 Chapter 2

 Harvard didn't know what the hell he was doing here.

 It was nearly 0100. He should have gone back to his apartment outside the base. He should be sitting on
his couch in his boxers, chillin' and having a cold beer and skimming through the past five days'
videotapes of "The Young and the Restless" instead of making a soap opera out of his own life.

 Instead, he was here in this allegedly upscale hotel bar with the rest of the unmarried guys from Alpha
Squad, making a sorry-assed attempt to bond with FInCOM's wunderkinder.

 Steel guitars were wailing from the jukebox-some dreadful song about Papa going after Mama and
doing her in because of her cheatin' heart. And the SEALs—Wes and Bobby were the only ones
Harvard could see from his quick scan of the late-night crowd—were sitting on one side of the room,
and the three male FInCOM agents were on the other. Not much bonding going down here tonight.

 Harvard didn't blame Wes and Bob one bit. FInCOM's fab four didn't have much in common with the
Alpha Squad.

 It was amazing, really. There were something like seventy-three hundred agents in the Federal
Intelligence Commission. He'd have thought the Chosen Four would have come equipped with superhero
capes and a giant 'S' emblazoned on the fronts of their shirts at the very least.

 Timothy Farber was FInCOM's alleged golden boy. He was a fresh-faced, college-boy type, several
years shy of thirty, with a humourless earnestness that was annoying as hell. He was a solid subscriber to
the FInCOM my-way-or-the-highway way of thinking. This no doubt worked when directing traffic to
allow clear passage for the President's convoy, but it wouldn't do him quite as well when dealing with
unpredictable, suicidal, religious zealots.

 No, in Harvard's experience, a leader of a counterterrorist team needed constantly to adjust his plan of
attack, altering and revising as unknown variables become known. A team leader needed to know how
to listen to others' opinions and to know that sometimes the other guy's idea might be the best idea.

 Joe Cat had consulted with Alan "Frisco" Francisco—one of the best BUD/S training instructors in
Coronado—and had purposely put blustery Tim Farber in command of the very first training scenario in
an attempt to knock him off his high horse. A former member of the Alpha Squad who was off the active
duty list because of a permanent injury to his knee, Frisco had duties that kept him in California, but he
was in constant contact with both Alpha Squad's captain and Harvard.

 Still, judging from the way Farber was holding court at the bar, surrounded by his two fellow agents, it
was obvious to Harvard that Frisco's ploy hadn't worked. Farber was totally unperturbed by his failure.

 Maybe tomorrow, when Alpha Squad reviewed the exercise, the fact would finally sink in that Farber
had personally created this snafu, this grand-scale Charlie Foxtrot.

 But somehow Harvard doubted it.

 As Harvard watched, Farber drew something on a napkin, and the two other FInCOM agents nodded
seriously.



 Greg Greene and Charles Schneider were around Harvard's age, thirty-five, thirty-six, maybe even
older. They'd spent most of the preliminary classroom sessions looking bored, their body language
broadcasting "been there, done that.'' But in the field, during the evening's exercise, they'd shown little
imagination. They were standard issue FInCOM agents—finks, as the SEALs were fond of calling them.
They didn't make waves, they followed the rule book to the last letter, they waited for someone else to
take the lead and they looked good in dark suits and sunglasses.

 They'd looked good smeared with yellow paint from the terrorists' weapons, too. They'd followed Tim
Farber's command without question, and in the mock ambush that had resulted, they'd been rather
messily mock killed.

 Still, they hadn't seemed to learn that following Farber unquestioningly might've been a mistake, because
here they were, following Farber still. No doubt because someone higher up in FInCOM had told them
to follow him.

 Only one of the four superfinks out there tonight had openly questioned Farber's command decisions.

 P.J. Richards.

 Harvard glanced around the bar again, but he didn't see her anywhere. She was probably in her room,
having a soak in the tub, icing the bruise on the back of her head.

 Damn, he could still see her, flung backward like some rag doll when that paint ball hit her. He hadn't
gone to church in a long time, but he'd silently checked in with God as he'd called for the training session
to halt, asking for divine intervention, praying that P.J. hadn't hit that tree with enough force to break her
pretty neck.

 Men died during training. The risk was part of being a SEAL. But P.J. Richards was neither man nor
SEAL, and the thought of her out there with them, facing the dangers they so casually faced, made
Harvard's skin crawl.

 "Hey, Senior Chief. I didn't expect to see you here." Lucky O'Donlon was carrying a pitcher of beer
from the bar.

 "I didn't expect to see you here, either, O'Donlon. I was sure you'd be heading out to see that girlfriend
of yours at warp speed."

 Harvard followed Lucky to the table where Bobby and Wes were sitting. He nodded a greeting to
them—the inseparable twins of Alpha Squad. Unidentical twins. Bobby Taylor came close to Harvard's
six feet five, and he gave the impression of being nearly as wide around as he was tall. If he hadn't
wanted to become a SEAL, he would have had a serious future as a professional football linebacker.
And Wes Skelly was Alpha Squad's version of Popeye the sailor man, short and wiry and liberally
tattooed. What he lacked in height and weight, he more than made up for with his extremely big mouth.

 "Renee had a meeting tonight for the state pageant." Lucky sat down at the table and then kicked out a
chair for Harvard to join them. He filled first Bobby's mug from the pitcher, then poured some beer for
Wes. "You want me to get you a glass?" he asked Harvard.

 "No, thanks." Harvard shook his head as he sat down. "What's that title Renee just won? Miss Virginia
Beach?"



 "Miss East Coast Virginia," Lucky told him.

 "Pretty girl. Young girl."

 Lucky flashed his movie-star-perfect grin as if the fact that his girlfriend probably hadn't yet celebrated
her nineteenth birthday was something to be proud of. "Don't I know it."

 Harvard had to smile. To each his own. Personally, he liked women with a little more life experience.

 "Hey, Crash," Wes called in his megaphone voice. "Pull up a chair."

 William Hawken, Alpha Squad's newest temporary member, sat across from Harvard, meeting his eyes
and nodding briefly. Hawken was one spooky individual, dark and almost unnaturally quiet, seemingly
capable of becoming invisible upon demand. At first glance, he was not particularly tall, not particularly
well-built, not particularly handsome.

 But Harvard knew better than to go by a first glance. The man had been nicknamed Crash for his ability
to move soundlessly in any circumstance, under any condition. Crash was anything but average. On
closer examination, his eyes were a steely shade of blue with a sharpness to them that seemed almost to
cut. Crash didn't so much look around a room—he absorbed it, memorized it, recorded it, probably
permanently. And beneath his purposely loose-fitting clothes, his body was that of a long-distance
runner—lean and muscular, without an extra ounce of fat anywhere.

 "Grab a glass and have a beer," Lucky told Crash.

 He shook his head. "No, thanks," he said in his deceptively quiet voice. "Beer's not my drink. I'll wait for
the waitress."

 Harvard knew that Crash was part of this FInCOM project at Captain Catalanotto's special request. He
was in charge of organizing all the "terrorist" activities the combined SEAL/FInCOM team would be
running into over the next eight weeks. He'd been the strategical force behind tonight's paint-ball
slaughter. The score so far was Crash—one, CSF team—zero.

 Harvard didn't know him very well, but Hawken's reputation was close to legendary. He'd been part of
the SEALs mysterious Gray Group for years. And apparently he'd been involved in countless black
operations—highly covert, hush-hush missions that were as controversial as they were dangerous.
SEALs were allegedly sent into other countries to perform tasks that even the U.S. Government claimed
to know nothing about—neutralization of drug lords, permanent removal of political and military leaders
preaching genocide and so on. The SEALs were forced to play God, or at least take on the roles of
judge, jury and hangman combined. It was not a job Harvard would have relished doing.

 If the SEALs on a black op succeeded at their mission, they'd get little or no recognition. And if they
failed, they were on their own, possibly facing espionage charges, with no chance of the government
stepping forward and accepting the responsibility.

 No wonder Crash didn't drink beer. He probably had an ulcer the size of an aircraft carrier from the
stress.

 He'd no doubt come here tonight in an attempt to better get to know the SEALs who made up Alpha
Squad—the men he'd be working with for the next eight weeks.



 Which reminded Harvard of why he'd come here. He glanced at the three FInCOM agents sitting at the
bar. Still no sign of P.J. "Has anyone tried to make friends with the finks tonight?"

 "Besides you trying to get close to P.J. Richards, you mean? Trying to hold her hand out in the woods?"
Wes Skelly laughed at his miserable joke. "Jeez, Senior Chief, only time in my memory that you were the
first man down in a paint-ball fight."

 "That was my paint ball that hit you, H.," Lucky drawled. "I hope it didn't hurt too badly."

 "Hey, it's about time he found out what it feels like just being hit," Bobby countered in his
sub-bass-woofer voice.

 "I couldn't resist," Lucky continued. "You were such a great, big, perfect target, standing there like that."

 "I think Harvard let you shoot him. I think he was just trying to score some sympathy from P.J.," Wes
said. "Is she hot or is she hot?"

 "She's a colleague," Harvard said. "Show a little respect."

 "I am," Wes said. "In fact, there are few things I respect more than an incredibly hot woman. Look me in
the eye, H., and tell me that you honestly don't think this lady is a total babe."

 Harvard had to laugh. Wes could be like a pit bull when he got hold of an idea like this. He knew if he
didn't admit it now, Wes would be on him all night until he finally caved in. He met Crash's amused gaze
and rolled his eyes in exasperation. "All right. You're right, Skelly. She's hot."

 "See? Harvard was distracted," Bobby told Lucky. "That's the only reason you were able to hit him."

 "Yeah, his focus was definitely not where it should have been," Lucky agreed. "It was on the lovely Ms.
Richards instead." He grinned at Harvard. "Not that I blame you, Senior Chief. She is a killer."

 "Are you gonna go for her?" Wes asked. "Inquiring minds want to know. You know, she's short, but
she's got really great legs."

 "And a terrific butt."

 Wes smiled blissfully, closing his eyes. "And an incredible set of—"

 "Well, this is really fun." Harvard looked up to see P.J. Richards standing directly behind him. "But aren't
we going to talk about Tim and Charlie and Greg's legs and butts, too?" Her big brown eyes were open
extra wide in mock innocence.

 Silence. Dead, total silence.

 Harvard was the first to move, pushing back his chair and standing up. "I have to apologize, ma'am—"

 The feigned curiosity in her eyes shifted to blazing hot anger as she glared at him from her barely
five-foot-two-inch height.

 "No," she said sharply. "You don't have to apologize, Senior Chief Becker. What you have to do is learn



not to make the same disrespectful mistakes over and over and over again. What you as men have to do
is learn to stop dissing women by turning them into nothing more than sex objects. Great legs, a terrific
butt and an incredible set of what, Mr. Skelly?" She turned her glare to Wesley. "I have to assume you
weren't about to compliment me on my choice of encyclopedias, but were instead commenting on my
breasts?"

 Wes actually looked sheepish. "Yeah. Sorry, ma'am."

 "Well, you get points for honesty, but that's all you get points for," P.J. continued tartly. She looked from
Wes to Bobby to Lucky. "You were the first three tangos I shot out there tonight, weren't you?" She
turned to Crash. "Exactly how many members of your team were hit tonight, Mr. Hawken?"

 "Six." He smiled slightly. "Four of whom you were responsible for,"

 "Four out of six." She shook her head, exhaling in a short burst of disbelief as she glared at the SEALs.
"I beat you at your own game, and yet you're not talking about my skills as a shooter. You're discussing
my butt. Don't you think there's something really wrong with this picture?"

 Lucky looked at Bobby, and Bobby glanced at Wes.

 Bobby seemed to think a response was needed, but didn't know quite what to say. "Um..."

 P.J. still had her hands on the hips in question, and she wasn't finished yet. "Unless, of course, you think
maybe my ability to hit a target was just dumb luck. Or maybe you think I wouldn't have been able to hit
you if I had been a man. Maybe it was my very femaleness that distracted and stupefied you, hmm?
Maybe you were stunned by the sight of my female breasts—which, incidentally, boys, are a meager size
thirty-two B and can barely be noticed when I'm wearing my combat vest. We're not talking heavy
cleavage here, gang."

 Harvard couldn't hide his smile.

 She turned her glare to him. "Am I amusing you, Senior Chief?"

 Damn, this woman was mad. She was funny as hell, too, but he wasn't going to make things any better
by laughing. Harvard wiped the smile off his face. "Again, I'd like to apologize to you, Ms. Richards. I
assure you, no disrespect was intended."

 "Maybe not," she told him, her voice suddenly quiet, "but disrespect was given."

 As he looked into her eyes, Harvard could see weariness and resignation, as if this had happened to her
far too many times. He saw physical fatigue and pain, too, and he knew that her head was probably still
throbbing from the blow she'd received earlier that evening.

 Still, he couldn't help thinking that despite everything she'd said, Wesley was right. This girl was smoking
hot. Even the loose-fitting T-shirt and baggy fatigues she wore couldn't disguise the lithe, athletic and very
female body underneath. Her skin was smooth and clear, like a four-year-old's, and a deep, rich shade
of chocolate. He could imagine how soft it would feel to his fingers, how delicious she would taste
beneath his lips. Her face was long and narrow, her chin strong and proud, her profile that of African
royalty, her eyes so brown the colour merged with her pupils, becoming huge dark liquid pools he could
drown in. She wore her hair pulled austerely from her face in a ponytail.



 Yeah, she was beautiful. Beautiful and very, very hot.

 She stepped around him, heading toward the bar. Harvard caught up with her before she was halfway
across the room.

 "Look," he said, raising his voice to be heard over the cowboy music blaring from the jukebox. "I don't
know how much of that conversation you overheard—"

 "Enough. Believe me."

 "The truth is, you were a distraction out there tonight. To me. Having you there was extremely
disconcerting."

 She had her arms folded across her chest, one eyebrow raised in an expression of half-disdain,
half-disgust. "And the point of your telling me this is...?"

 He let his eyelids drop halfway. "Oh, it's not a come-on line. You'd know for sure if I were giving you
one of those."

 Her gaze faltered, and she was the first to look away. What do you know? She wasn't as tough as she
was playing.

 Harvard pressed his advantage. "I think it's probably a good idea for you to know that I believe there's
no room in this kind of high-risk joint FInCOM/military endeavour for women."

 P.J. gave him another one of those you've-lost-your-mind laughs. "It's a good thing you weren't on the
FInCOM candidate selection committee, then, isn't it?"

 "I have no problem at all with women holding jobs in both FInCOM and in the U.S. Military," he
continued. "But I believe that they—that you—should have low-risk supporting roles, doing
administrative work instead of taking part in combat."

 "I see." P.J. was nodding. "So what you're telling me is that despite the fact that I'm the best shooter in
nearly all of FInCOM, you think the best place for me is in the typing pool?"

 Her eyes were shooting flames.

 Harvard stood his ground. "You did prove yourself an expert shooter tonight. You're very good, I'll
grant you that. But the fact is, you're a woman. Having you on my team, out in the field, in a combat
situation, would be a serious distraction."

 "That's your problem," she said, blazing. "If you can't keep your pants zipped—"

 "It has nothing to do with that, and you know it. It's a protectiveness issue. How can my men and I do
our jobs when we're distracted by worrying about you?"

 P.J. couldn't believe what she was hearing. "You're telling me that because you're working with a Stone
Age mentality, because you're the one with the problem,I should be the one to adapt? I don't think so,
Jack. You're just going to have to stop thinking of me as a woman, and then we'll get along just fine."

 It was his turn to laugh in disbelief. "That's not going to happen."



 "Try counselling, Senior Chief, because I'm here to stay."

 His smile was nowhere to be seen, and without it, he looked hard and uncompromising. "You know, it's
likely that the only reason you're here is to fill a quota. To help someone with lots of gold on their sleeves
be PC."

 P.J. refused to react. "I could fire those exact same words right back at you—the only black man in
Alpha Squad."

 He didn't blink. He just stood there, looking at her.

 Lord, he was big. He'd changed into a clean T-shirt, but he still wore the camouflage fatigue pants he'd
been wearing earlier tonight. With his shirt pulled tight across his mile-wide shoulders and broad chest,
with his shaved head gleaming in the dim barroom light, he looked impossibly dangerous. And incredibly
handsome in a harshly masculine way.

 No, Harvard Becker was no pretty boy, that was for sure. But he was quite possibly the most
handsome man P.J. had ever met. His face was angular, with high cheekbones and a strong jaw. His
nose was big, but it was the right length and width for his face. Any smaller, and he would have looked
odd. And he had just about the most perfect ears she'd ever seen—just the right size, perfectly rounded
and streamlined. Before the war game, he'd taken off the diamond stud he always wore in his left ear, but
he'd since put it back in, and it glistened colourfully, catching snatches of the neon light.

 But it was Harvard's eyes that P.J. had been aware of right from the start. A rich, dark golden-brown,
they were the focal point of his entire face, of his entire being. If it were true that the eyes were the
window to the soul, this man had one powerfully intense soul.

 Yeah, he was the real thing.

 As a matter of fact, more than one or two of the other patrons in the bar, both men and women, were
sneaking looks at the man. Some were wary, some were nervous, and some were flat-out chock-full of
pheromones.

 Without even turning around, Harvard could have snapped his fingers and three or four women—both
black and white—would've been pushing their way to his side.

 Well, maybe she was exaggerating a little bit. But only a little bit.

 This man could have any woman he wanted—and he knew it. And even though P.J. could still hear an
echo of his rich voice saying yes, he thought she was hot, she knew the last thing he needed was any kind
of involvement with her.

 Hell, he'd made it more than clear he didn't even want to be friends.

 P.J. refused to feel regret, pushing the twinges of emotion far away from her, ignoring them as surely as
she ignored the dull throb of her still-aching head. Because the last thing she needed was any kind of
involvement with him—or with anyone, for that matter. She'd avoided it successfully for most of her
twenty-five years. There was no reason to think she couldn't continue to avoid it.

 He was studying her as intently as she was looking at him. And when he spoke, P.J. knew he hadn't



missed the fatigue and pain she was trying so hard to keep from showing in her face. His voice was
surprisingly gentle. "You should call it a night—get some rest."

 P.J. glanced toward the bar, toward Tim Farber and the other FInCOM agents. "I just thought I'd grab
a nightcap before I headed upstairs." Truth was, she'd wanted nothing more than to drag herself to her
room and throw herself into a warm tub. But she felt she had to come into the bar, put in an appearance,
prove to the other agents and to any of the SEALs who might be hanging around that she was as tough
as they were. Tougher. She could go from a hospital X-ray table directly to the bar. See? She wasn't
really hurt. See? She could take damn near anything and come back ready for more.

 Harvard followed her as she slid onto a bar stool several seats away from the other agents. "It wasn't
even a concussion," she said. She didn't bother to raise her voice—she knew Farber was listening.

 Harvard glanced at the FInCOM agents. "I know," he said, leaning against the stool next to her. "I
stopped in at the hospital before heading over here. The doctor said you'd already been checked over
and released."

 "Like I said before, I'm fine."

 "Whoops, I'm getting paged." Harvard took his pager from his belt and glanced at the number. As the
bartender approached, he greeted the man by name. "Hey, Tom. Get me my usual. And whatever the
lady here wants."

 "I'm paying for my own," P.J. protested, checking her own pager out of habit. It was silent and still.

 "She's paying for her own," Harvard told Tom with a smile. "Mind if I use the phone to make a local
call?"

 "Anytime, Chief." The bartender plopped a telephone in front of Harvard before looking at P.J. "What
can I get you, ma'am?"

 Iced tea. She truly wanted nothing more than a tall, cool glass of iced tea. But big, tough men didn't
drink iced tea, so she couldn't, either. "Give me a draft, please, Tom."

 Beside her, Harvard was silent, listening intently to whoever was on the other end of that telephone.
He'd pulled a small notebook from one of his pockets and was using the stub of a pencil to write
something down. His smile was long gone—in fact, his mouth was a grim line, his face intensely serious.

 "Thanks, Joe," he said, then he hung up the phone. Joe. He'd been talking to Joe Catalanotto, Alpha
Squad's CO. He stood up, took out his wallet and threw several dollar bills onto the bar. "I'm sorry, I
can't stay."

 "Problem at the base?" P.J. asked, watching him in the mirror on the wall behind the bar. For some
reason, it was easier than looking directly at him.

 He met her eyes in the mirror. "No, it's personal," he said, slipping his wallet into his pants.

 She instantly backed down. "I'm sorry—"

 "My father's had a heart attack," Harvard told her quietly. "He's in the hospital. I've got to go to Boston
right away."



 "I'm sorry," P.J. said again, turning to look directly at him. His father. Harvard actually had a father.
Somehow she'd imagined him spawned-an instant six-and-a-half-foot-tall adult male. "I hope he's all
right...."

 But Harvard was already halfway across the room.

 She watched him until he turned the corner into the hotel lobby and disappeared from view.

 The bartender had set a frosty mug of beer on a coaster in front of her. And in front of the bar stool that
Harvard had been occupying was a tall glass of iced tea. His usual.

 P.J. had to smile. So much for her theory about big, tough men.

 She pushed the beer aside and drank the iced tea, wondering what other surprises Harvard Becker had
in store for her.

 Chapter 3

 "He looks awful."

 "He looks a great deal better than he did last night in that ambulance." His mother lowered herself
carefully onto the deck chair, and Harvard was aware once again of all the things he'd noticed for the first
time in the hospital. The grey in her hair. The deepening lines of character on her slightly round, still pretty
face. The fact that her hip was bothering her yet again-that she moved stiffly, more slowly each time he
saw her.

 Harvard's father had looked awful—a shriveled and shrunken version of himself, lying in that hospital
bed, hooked up to all those monitors and tubes. His eyes had been closed when Harvard had come in,
but the old man had roused himself enough to make a bad joke. Something about how he'd gone to
awfully extreme lengths this time just to make their wayward son come to visit.

 The old man. Harvard had called his father that since he was twelve. But now it was true.

 His parents were getting old.

 The heart attack had been relatively mild, but from now on Dr. Medgar Becker was going to have to
stop joking about how he was on a two-slices-of-cheesecake-per-day diet and really stick to the
low-fat, high-exercise regimen his doctor had ordered. He was going to have to work to cut some of the
stress out of his life, as well. But God knows, as the head of the English department at one of New
England's most reputable universities, that wasn't going to be an easy thing to do.

 "We're selling the house, Daryl," his mother told him quietly.

 Harvard nearly dropped the can of soda he'd taken from the refrigerator on his way through the kitchen.
"You're what?"

 His mother lifted her face to the warmth of the late afternoon sunshine, breathing in the fresh, salty air.
"Your father was offered a part-time teaching position at a small college in Phoenix. It'll be fewer than a
third of the hours he currently has, and far less responsibility. I think we've been given a sign from the
Almighty that it's time for him to cut back a bit."



 He took a deep breath, and when he spoke, his voice was just as calm as hers had been. "Why didn't
you tell me about this before?"

 "Medgar wasn't sure he was ready to make such a big change," his mother told him. "We didn't want to
worry you until we knew for sure we were going to make the move."

 "To Phoenix. In Arizona."

 His mother smiled at the scepticism in his voice. "We'll be near Kendra and Robby and the kids. And
Jonelle and her bunch won't be too far away in Santa Fe. And we'll be closer to you, too, when you're in
California. It'll be much easier for you to come and visit. There's a fine community theatre
there—something I'm truly looking forward to. And last time we were out there, we found the perfect
little house within walking distance of the campus."

 Harvard leaned against the railing on the deck, looking out over the greyish green water of Boston
Harbor. His parents had lived in Hingham, Massachusetts, in this house near the ocean, for nearly thirty
years. This had been his home from the time he was six years old.

 "I've read that the housing market is really soft right now," he said. "It might be a while before you find a
buyer willing to meet your asking price."

 "We've already got a buyer—paying cash, no less. I called this morning from the hospital, accepted his
offer. Closing date's scheduled for two weeks from Thursday."

 He turned to face her. "That soon?"

 His mother smiled sadly. "I knew that out of all the children, you would be the one to take this the
hardest. Five children—you and four girls—and you're the sentimental one. I know you always loved this
house, Daryl, but we really don't have a choice."

 He shook his head as he sat next to her. "I'm just surprised, that's all. I haven't had any time to get used
to the idea."

 "We're tired of shovelling snow. We don't want to fight our way through another relentless New England
winter. Out in Arizona, your father can play golf all year long. And this house is so big and empty now
that Lena's gone off to school. The list of pros is a mile long. The list of cons has only one item—my
Daryl will be sad."

 Harvard took his mother's hand. "I get back here twice a year, at best. You've got to do what's right for
you and Daddy. Just as long as you're sure it's really what you want."

 "Oh, we're sure." Conviction rang in his mother's voice. "After last night, we're very sure." She squeezed
his fingers. "We've been so busy talking about Medgar and me, I haven't had the chance to ask about
you. How are you?"

 Harvard nodded. "I'm well, thanks."

 "I was afraid when I called last night you'd be off in some foreign country saving the world or whatever it
is that you Navy SEAL types do."



 He forced a smile. His parents were moving from this house in just a few weeks. This was probably
going to be the very last time he sat on this deck. "Saving the world just about sums it up."

 "Have you told that captain of yours it ticks your mother off that you can't freely talk about all these
awful, dangerous assignments you get sent on?"

 Harvard laughed. "Right now we're temporarily stationed in Virginia. We're helping train some FInCOM
agents in counterterrorist techniques."

 "That sounds relatively safe."

 P.J. Richards and her blazing eyes came to mind. "Relatively," he agreed. "But it's going to keep me tied
up over the next seven and a half weeks. I won't be around to help you pack or move or anything. Are
you sure you're going to be able to handle that—especially with Daddy laid up?"

 "Lena's home for the summer, and Jonelle's volunteered to help out, too."

 Harvard nodded. "Good."

 "How's that young friend of yours—the one that just got married and had himself a son, although not
quite in that order?"

 "Harlan Jones." Harvard identified the friend in question.

 His mother frowned. "No, that's not what you usually call him."

 "His nickname's Cowboy."

 "That's right. Cowboy. How could I forget? How's that working out for him? He had to grow up really
fast, didn't he?"

 "It's only been a few months, but so far so good. He's on temporary assignment with SEAL Team Two
out in California. He had the chance to be part of a project he couldn't turn down."

 "A project you can't tell me anything about, no doubt."

 Harvard had to smile. "Sorry. You'll like this irony, though. Cowboy's swim buddy from BUD/S
training—a guy named William Hawken—is temporarily working with Alpha Squad."

 "That's that small world factor again," his mother proclaimed. "Everyone's connected in some
way—some more obviously than others." She leaned forward. "Speaking of connections—what's the
chance you'll bring a girlfriend with you when you come to the new house for Thanksgiving?"

 He snorted. "We're talking negative numbers—no chance at all. I'm not seeing anyone in particular right
now."

 "Still tomcatting around, huh? Getting' it on without getting involved?"

 Harvard closed his eyes. "Mom."

 "Did you really think your mother didn't know? I know you're a smart man, so I won't give you my



safe-sex speech—although in my opinion, the only sex that's truly safe is between a man and his wife."
She pushed herself out of her chair. "Okay, I'm done embarrassing you. I'm going to go see about getting
lunch on the table."

 "Why don't you let me take you out somewhere?"

 "And miss the chance to make sure you get at least one home-cooked meal this month? No way."

 "I'll be in in a sec to help."

 She kissed the top of his head. "You know, you were born with hair. You have exceptionally nice hair. I
don't see why you insist on shaving it all off that way."

 Harvard laughed as she headed inside. "I'll try to grow it in for Thanksgiving."

 He'd already reserved a few days of leave to spend the holiday at home with his parents.

 Home.

 It was funny, but he still thought of this place as home. He hadn't lived here in more than fifteen years,
but he'd always considered this house his sanctuary. He could come here any time he needed to, and he
could centre himself. It was the one place he could come back to that he'd foolishly thought would
always remain the same.

 The sweet smell of cookies baking in his mother's kitchen. The scent of his father's pipe. The fresh ocean
air.

 It was weird as hell to think that within less than two weeks his home would belong to strangers.

 And he would be spending Thanksgiving far from the ocean at his parents' new house in Arizona.

  

 "Excuse me, Senior Chief Becker! I've been looking for you!"

 Harvard turned to find P.J. Richards bearing down on him, eyes shooting fire.

 He turned and kept walking. He didn't need this right now. Damn it, he was tired, he was hungry, he was
wearing the same clothes he'd had on when he'd left here close to forty-eight hours ago, he hadn't been
able to grab more than a combat nap on the flight from Boston to Virginia, and he'd had to stand on the
crowded bus back to the base.

 On top of the annoying physical inconveniences, there were seven different items that had crash-landed
on his desk while he was gone that needed his—and only his—immediate and undivided attention.

 It was going to be a solid two hours before he made his way home and reintroduced himself to his bed.

 And that was if he was lucky.

 P.J. ran to catch up with him. "Did you give the order to restrict my distance for this and last morning's
run to only three miles?"



 Harvard kept walking. "Yes, I did."

 She had to keep trotting to match the length of his stride. "Even though the rest of the team was required
to go the full seven miles?"

 "That's right."

 "How dare you!"

 She was nearly hopping up and down with anger, and Harvard swore and turned to face her. "I don't
have time for this." He spoke more to himself than to her, but of course, she had no way of knowing that.

 "Well, you're going to have to make time for this."

 Damn, she was pretty. And so thoroughly passionate. But if his luck continued in its current downward
spiral, he stood only a blind man's chance in a firing range of ever getting a taste of that passion any way
other than her hurling angry words—or maybe even knives—in his direction.

 "I'm sorry if my very existence is an inconvenience," she continued hotly, "but—"

 "My order was standard procedure," he told her tightly.

 She wasn't listening. "I will file a formal complaint if this coddling continues, if I am not treated
completely the same as—"

 "This coddling is by the book for any FInCOM agent who has received an injury sufficient to send
him—or her—to the hospital."

 She blinked at him. "What did you say?"

 Well, what do you know? She was listening. "According to the rule book set up for this training session,
if a fink goes to the hospital, said fink gets lighter physical training until it's determined that he—or she—is
up to speed. Sorry to disappoint you, Ms. Richards, but you were treated no differently than anyone else
would have been."

 The sun was setting, streaking the sky with red-orange clouds, giving the entire base a romantic,
fairy-tale look. Everything was softer, warmer, bathed in diffused pink light. Back home in Hingham, it
would have been the perfect kind of summer evening for a long, lazy walk to the local icecream stand,
flirting all the way with his sister's friends, strutting his seventeen-year-old stuff while they gazed at him
adoringly.

 The woman in front of him was gazing at him, but it sure as hell wasn't adoringly. In fact, she was looking
at him as if he were trying to sell her a dehumidifier in the desert. "Rule book?"

 Harvard glanced in the direction of his office, wishing he were there so he could, in turn, soon go home.
"No doubt one of your bosses was afraid that Alpha Squad was going to hurt you and keep on hurting
you. There's a list of ground rules for this training session."

 "I wasn't shown any rule book."



 Harvard snorted, his patience flat-out gone. He started walking again, leaving her behind. "Yeah, you're
right, I'm making all this up."

 "You can't blame me for being wary!" P.J. hurried to keep pace. "As far as I know, there's never been
this kind of a rule book before. Why should FInCOM start now?"

 "No doubt someone heard about BUD/S Hell Week—about the sleep deprivation and strenuous
endurance tests that SEALs undergo at the end of phase-one training. I bet they were afraid we'd do
something similar to the finks with this counterterrorist deal. And they were right. We would have, if we
could. Because in real life, terrorists don't pay too much attention to time-out signals."

 P.J. was back to glaring at him, full power. "I'll have you know that I find 'fink' to be an offensive term."

 "It's a nickname. A single syllable versus four. Easier to say."

 "Yeah, well, I don't like it."

 "There's not much you do like, is there?" Including him. Maybe especially him. Harvard pushed open the
door to the Quonset hut that housed Alpha Squad's temporary offices. "My father's going to be fine. I'm
sure you were dying to know."

 "Oh, God, I'm so sorry I didn't ask!"

 His mistake was turning to look at her.

 She looked stricken. She looked completely, thoroughly horrified, all her anger instantly vanished. He
almost felt bad for her—and he didn't want to feel bad for her. He didn't want to feel bad for anyone,
especially not himself.

 He'd been off balance since he'd gotten that phone call from Joe Cat telling him about his father's heart
attack. His entire personal life had been turned on its side. His parents were succumbing to age and his
home was no longer going to be his home.

 And then here came P.J. Richards, getting in his face, making all kinds of accusations, reminding him
how much easier this entire assignment would be were it not for her female presence.

 "Please forgive me—I didn't mean to be insensitive. I was rude not to have asked earlier. Is he really
going to be all right?"

 As Harvard gazed into P.J.'s bottomless dark eyes, he knew he was fooling himself. He hadn't been off
balance since that phone call came in about his father. Damn, he'd been off balance from the moment this
tiny little woman had stepped out of the FInCOM van and into his life. He'd liked her looks and her
passion right from the start, and her ability to face up to her mistakes made him like her even more.

 "Yeah," he told her. "He should be just fine in a few weeks. And his long-term prognosis is just as good,
provided he stays with his diet." He nodded at her, hoping she'd consider herself dismissed, wishing he
could pull her into his arms and kiss that too-vulnerable, still-mortified look off her face. Thank God he
wasn't insane enough to try that. "If you'll excuse me, Ms. Richards, I have a great deal of work to do."

 Harvard went inside the Quonset hut, forcing himself to shut the door tightly behind him, knowing that
starting something hot and heavy with this woman was the dead last thing he should do but wanting it just



the same.

 Damn, he wanted it, wanted her.

 He wanted to lose this unpleasant sensation he had of being adrift, to temporarily ground himself in her
sweetness.

 He took a deep breath and got to work.

 His father was going to be fine in a few weeks, but he suspected his own recovery was going to take
quite a bit longer.

  

 P.J. had never done so much shooting in her life. They were going on day fourteen of the training, and
during every single one of those days she'd spent a serious chunk of time on the firing range.

 Before she'd started, she could outshoot the three other FInCOM agents, as well as some of the SEALs
in Alpha Squad. And after two weeks of perfecting her skill, she was at least as good as the quiet SEAL
with the thick southern accent, the X.O. or executive officer of Alpha Squad, the one everyone called
Blue. And he was nearly as good as Alpha Squad's C.O., Joe Cat. But, of course, nobody even came
close to Harvard.

 Harvard. P.J. had managed successfully to avoid him since that day she'd been so mad she'd forgotten
even the most basic social graces. She still couldn't believe she hadn't remembered to ask him about his
father's health. Her anger was a solid excuse, except for the fact that that degree of rudeness was
inexcusable.

 Lord, she'd made one hell of a fool out of herself that evening.

 But as much as she told herself she was avoiding any contact with Harvard out of embarrassment, that
wasn't the only reason she was avoiding him.

 The man was too good at what he did. How could she not respect and admire a man like that? And
added onto those heaping double scoops of respect and admiration was a heady whipped topping of
powerful physical attraction. It was a recipe for total disaster, complete with a cherry on top.

 She'd learned early in life that her own personal success and freedom hinged on her ability to turn away
from such emotions as lust and desire. And so she was turning away. She'd done it before. She could do
it again.

 P.J. went into the mess hall and grabbed a tray and a turkey sandwich. It turned out the food they'd
been eating right from the start wasn't standard Uncle Sam fare. This meal had been catered by an
upscale deli downtown, as per the FInCOM rule book. Such a list of rules did exist. Harvard had been
right about that.

 She felt his eyes following her as she stopped to pour herself a glass of iced tea.

 As usual, she'd been aware of him from the moment she'd walked in. He was sitting clear across the
room, his back against the far wall. He had two plates piled on his tray, both empty. He was across from
the quiet SEAL called Crash, his feet on a chair, nursing a mug of coffee, watching her.



 Harvard watched her all the time. He watched her during physical training. He watched her during the
classroom sessions. He watched her on the firing range.

 You'd think the man didn't have anything better to do with his time.

 When he wasn't watching her, he was nearby, always ready to offer a hand up or a boost out of the
water. It was driving her insane. He didn't offer Greg Greene a boost. Or Charlie Schneider.

 Obviously, he didn't think Greg or Charlie needed one.

 P.J. was more than tempted to carry her tray over to Harvard, to sit herself down at his table and to ask
him how well she was doing.

 Except right now, she knew exactly how well she was doing.

 The focus of this morning's classroom session had been on working as a team. And she and Tim Farber
and Charlie and Greg had totally flunked Teamwork 101. P.J. had read the personnel files of the other
three agents, so when asked, she'd at least been able to come up with such basic facts as where they
were from. But she hadn't been able to answer other, more personal questions about her team members.
She didn't know such things as what they perceived to be their own strengths and weaknesses. And in
return, none of them knew the first little teeny thing about her. None of them were even aware that she
hailed from Washington, D.C.—which, apparently, was as much her fault as it was theirs.

 And it was true. She hadn't made any attempts to get to know Tim or Charlie or Greg. She'd stopped
hanging out in the hotel bar after hours, choosing instead to read over her notes and try to prepare for the
coming day's assignments. It had seemed a more efficient use of her time, especially since it included
avoiding Harvard's watching eyes, but now she knew she'd been wrong.

 P.J. headed for the other FInCOM agents, forcing her mouth into what she hoped was a friendly smile.
"Hey, guys. Mind if I join you?"

 Farber blinked up at her. "Sorry, we were just leaving. I've got some paperwork to do before the next
classroom session."

 "I'm due at the range." Charlie gave her an insincere smile as he stood.

 Greg didn't say anything. He just gathered his trash and left with Charlie.

 Just like that, they were gone, leaving P.J. standing there, holding her tray like an idiot. It wasn't
personal. She knew it wasn't personal. She'd arrived late, they had already eaten, and they all had things
that needed to get done.

 Still, something about it felt like a seventh-grade shunning all over again. She glanced around the room,
and this time Harvard wasn't the only one watching her. Alpha Squad's captain, Joe Catalanotto, was
watching her, too.

 She sat and unwrapped her sandwich, praying that both men would leave her be. She took a bite,
hoping her body language successfully broadcast, "I want to be alone."

 "How you doing, Richards?" Joe pulled out the chair next to hers, straddled it and leaned his elbows on



the backrest.

 So much for body language. Her mouth was full, so she nodded a greeting.

 "You know, one of my biggest beefs with FInCOM has to do with their refusing to acknowledge that
teams just can't be thrown together," he said in his husky New York accent. "You can't just count down
a line, picking, say, every fourth guy—or woman—and automatically make an effective team."

 P.J. swallowed. "How do the SEALs do it?"

 "I handpicked Alpha Squad," Joe told her, his smile making his dark brown eyes sparkle. It was funny.
With his long, shaggy, dark hair, ruggedly handsome face and muscle-man body, this man could pull off
sitting in a chair in that ridiculously macho way. He made it look both comfortable and natural. "I've been
with Blue McCoy, my XO, for close to forever. Since BUD/S—basic training, you know?"

 She nodded, her mouth full again.

 "And I've known Harvard just as long, too. The rest of the guys, well, they'd developed reputations, and
when I was looking for men with certain skills... It was really just a matter of meeting and making sure
personalities meshed before I tapped 'em to join the squad." He paused. "Something tells me that
FInCOM wasn't as careful about compatible personalities when they made the selections for this
program."

 P.J. snorted. "That's the understatement of the year."

 Joe absentmindedly twisted the thick gold wedding band he wore on his left hand. P.J. tried to imagine
the kind of woman who'd managed to squeeze vows of fidelity from this charismatic, larger-than-life man.
Someone unique. Someone very, very special. Probably someone with the brains of a computer and the
body of a super model.

 "What FInCOM should have done," he told her, "if they wanted a four-man team, was select a leader,
have that leader choose team members they've worked with before—people they trust."

 "But if they'd done that, there's no way I would be on this team," she pointed out.

 "What makes you so sure about that?"

 P.J. laughed.

 Joe laughed along with her. He had gorgeous teeth. "No, I'm serious," he said.

 P.J. put down her sandwich. "Captain, excuse me for calling you crazy, but you're crazy. Do you really
think Tim Farber would have handpicked me for his team?"

 "Call me Joe," he said. "And no, of course Farber wouldn't have picked you. He's not smart enough.
From what I've seen, out of the four of you, he's not the natural leader, either. He's fooled a lot of
people, but he doesn't have what it takes. And the other two..." He shrugged. "I'm not particularly
impressed. No, out of the four of you, this assignment should've been yours."

 P.J. couldn't believe what she'd just heard. She wasn't sure what to say, what to do, but she did know
that knocking over her iced tea was not the correct response. She held tightly onto the glass. "Thank



you...Joe," she somehow managed to murmur. "I appreciate your confidence."

 "You're doing all right, P.J.," he said, standing in one graceful movement. "Keep it up."

 As he walked away, P.J. closed her eyes. God, it had been so long since she'd been given any words of
encouragement, she'd almost forgotten how important it was to hear praise. Someone else—in this case,
the commanding officer of Alpha Squad—recognized that she was doing her job well. He thought she
was the one who should lead the team.

 Out of the four FInCOM agents...

 P.J. opened her eyes, realizing with a flash of clarity that the captain's compliment hadn't been quite as
flattering as she'd first believed. She was the best candidate for team leader—compared to Farber,
Schneider and Greene.

 Still, it was better than being told that women had no place on a team like this one.

 She wrapped her half-eaten sandwich and threw it in the trash on her way out of the mess hall, aware of
Harvard glancing up to watch her go.

 Chapter 4

 "Blue called to say he's running late. He'll be here in about a half hour." Joe Catalanotto closed the door
behind Harvard, leading him through the little rented house.

 "He went home first, didn't he?" Harvard shook his head in amused disgust. "I told the fool not to stop at
home." Blue McCoy's wife, Lucy, had come into town two days ago. After spending a month and a half
apart, Harvard had no doubt exactly what was causing Blue's current lateness.

 And now Blue was going to show up for this meeting at Joe Cat's house grinning like the Cheshire Cat,
looking relaxed and happy, looking exactly like what he was—a man who just got some.

 Damn, it seemed everyone in Alpha Squad had that little extra swing in their steps these days. Everyone
but Harvard.

 Joe's wife was with him in Virginia, too. Lucky O'Donlon was living up to his nickname, romancing Miss
East Coast Virginia. Even Bobby and Wes had hooked up with a pair of local women who were serving
up more than home-cooked meals.

 Harvard tried to remember the last time he'd gone one on one with a member of the opposite sex, June,
May, April, March... Damn, it had been February. He'd been seeing a woman named Ellen off and on
for a few months. It was nothing serious—she'd call him, they'd go out and wind up at her place. But he
hadn't noticed when she'd stopped phoning. He couldn't call up a clear picture of her face.

 Every time he tried, he kept seeing P.J. Richards's big brown eyes.

 "Hello, Harvard." Joe's wife, Veronica, was in the kitchen. As usual, she was doing three different things
at once. A pile of vegetables was next to a cutting board, and a pot of something unidentifiable was
bubbling on the stove. She had paperwork from her latest consulting assignment spread out across the
kitchen table and one-and-a-half-year-old Frankie in his high chair, where he was attempting rather
clumsily to feed himself his dinner.



 "Hey, Ron," Harvard said as Joe stopped to pull several bottles of beer from the refrigerator. "What's
up?"

 "I'm teaching myself to cook," she told him in her crisp British accent. Her red hair was loose around her
shoulders, and she was casually dressed in shorts and a halter top. But she was the kind of super classy
woman who, no matter what she wore, always looked ready to attend some kind of state function. Just
throw on a string of pearls, and she'd be ready to go. "How's your father?"

 "Much better, thanks. Almost back to one hundred percent."

 "I'm so glad."

 "Moving day's coming. My mother keeps threatening to pack him in a box if he doesn't quit trying to lift
things she perceives as being too heavy for him."

 Joe looked up from his search for a bottle opener. "You didn't tell me your parents were moving."

 "No?"

 He shook his head. "No."

 "My father's taking a position at a school out in Arizona. In Phoenix. Some little low-key private
college."

 "It sounds perfect," Veronica said. "Just what he needs—a slower pace. A change of climate."

 "Yeah, it's great," Harvard said, trying to mean it. "And they found a buyer for the house, so..."

 Joe found the bottle opener and closed the drawer with his hip, still gazing at Harvard. "You okay about
that?"

 "Yeah, yeah, sure," Harvard said, shrugging it off.

 Veronica turned to the baby. "Now, Frank, really. You're supposed to use the other end of the spoon."

 Frankie grinned at her as he continued to chew on the spoon's handle.

 "He inherited that smile from his father," Veronica told Harvard, sending a special smile of her own in
Joe Cat's direction. "And he knows when he uses it, he can get away with anything, I swear, I'm
doomed. I'm destined to spend the rest of my life completely manipulated by these two men."

 "That's right," Joe said, stopping to kiss his wife's bare shoulder before he handed Harvard an opened
bottle of beer. "I manipulated her into allowing me to refinish the back deck two weeks ago. We don't
even own this place, and yet I managed to talk her into letting me work out there in the hot sun, sanding it
down, applying all those coats of waterproofing...."

 "It was fun. Frank and I helped," Veronica said.

 Joe just laughed.



 "Can I convince you to stay for dinner?" she asked Harvard. "I'm making a stew. I hope."

 "Oh, no, Ron, I'm sorry," Harvard said, trying hard to sound as if he meant it. "I have other plans." Plans
such as eating digestible food. Veronica may have been one of the sweetest and most beautiful women in
the world, but her cooking skills were nonexistent.

 "Really? Do you have a date?" Her eyes lit up. "With what's her name? The FInCOM agent? P.J.
something?"

 Harvard nearly choked on his beer. "No," he said. "No, I'm not seeing her socially." He shot a look at
Joe Cat. "Who told you that I was?"

 Joe was shaking his head, shrugging and making not-me faces.

 "Just a guess. I saw her the other day." Veronica stirred the alleged stew. "While I was dropping
something off at the base. She's very attractive."

 No kidding.

 "So what's the deal?" Veronica asked, leaning against the kitchen counter. "Has Lucky O'Donlon
already staked his claim three feet in every direction around her?"

 Lucky and P.J.? Of course, now that Harvard was dunking about it, Lucky had been circling
P.J.—albeit somewhat warily—for the past few days. No doubt Miss East Coast Virginia was starting to
cling. Harvard knew of nothing else that would send Lucky so quickly into jettison mode—and put him
back on the prowl again. He had to smile, thinking of the way P.J. would react to Lucky's
less-than-subtle advances.

 His smile faded. Unless it was only Harvard she was determined to keep her distance from.

 "P.J.'s not seeing anyone, Ron," Joe told his wife as he slid open the door to the back deck. "She's
working overtime trying to be one of the guys. She's not going to blow that just because Lucky gives her
a healthy dose of the O'Donlon charm."

 "Some women find heart-stoppingly handsome blond men like Lucky irresistible," Veronica teased.
"Particularly heart-stoppingly handsome blond men who look as if they've stepped off the set of
'Baywatch.'"

 "There's no rule against a SEAL getting together with a FInCOM agent." Harvard managed to keep his
voice calm. "I have no problem with it, either. As long as the two of them are discreet." The minute he got
back to base, he was going to track down O'Donlon and... What? Beat him up? Warn him off? He
shook his head. He had no claim on the girl.

 "Ronnie, would you please send Blue out here after he gets here?" Joe asked his wife as he led Harvard
onto the deck.

 As Harvard closed the door behind him, he looked closely at his longtime friend. The captain of Alpha
Squad looked relaxed and happy. The undercurrent of tension that seemed to surround the man like an
aura was down to a low glow. And that was amazing, since the meeting tonight was to discuss the fact
that the frustration levels regarding this FInCOM training mission were about to go off the chart.



 At least Harvard's were.

 "You're not really that bothered by all the interference we're getting from FInCOM and Admiral
Stonegate, are you?" Harvard asked.

 Joe shrugged and leaned both elbows on the deck railing. "You know, H., I knew this program was a
lost cause the day I met FlnCOM's choices for the team. To be honest, I don't think there's anything we
can do to get those four working effectively together. So we do what we do, and then we
recommend—emphatically—that FInCOM stay the hell out of counterterrorist operations. We
suggest—strongly—that they leave that to the SEALs."

 "If you're quitting, man, why not just detonate the entire program right now? Why keep on wasting our
time with—"

 "Because I'm being selfish." Joe turned to look at him, his dark eyes serious. "Because Alpha Squad runs
at two hundred and fifty percent energy and efficiency one hundred percent of the time, and the guys
need this down time.I need this down time. I'm telling you, H., it's tough on Ronnie with me always
leaving. She never knows when we sit down to dinner at night if that's the last time I'm going to be around
for a week or for a month or—God forbid—forever. She doesn't say anything, but I see it in her eyes.
And that look's not there right now because she knows I'm leading this training drill for the next six
weeks. She's got another six weeks of reprieve, and I'm not taking that away from her. Or from any of
the other wives, either."

 "I hear you," Harvard said. "But it rubs the wrong way. Doing all this for nothing."

 "It's not for nothing." Joe finished his beer. "We've just got to revise this mission's goal. Instead of
creating a Combined SEAL/FInCOM counterterrorist team, we're creating a FlnCOM counterterrorist
expert. We're giving this expert all of the information she can possibly carry, and you know what she's
gonna do?"

 "She?"

 "She's gonna take that expertise back to Kevin Laughton, and she's gonna tell him and all of the
FlnCOM leaders that the best thing they can do in a terrorist situation is to step back and let SEAL Team
Ten do the job."

 Harvard swore. "She?"

 "Yes, I'm referring to P.J. Richards." Joe grinned. "You know, you should try talking to her sometime.
She doesn't bite."

 Harvard scowled. "Yes, she does. And I have the teeth marks to prove it."

 Joe's eyebrows went up. "Oh, really?"

 Harvard shook his head. "I didn't mean it that way."

 "Oh, yeah, that's right. I almost forgot—you have no problem with her hooking up with Lucky O'Donlon
as long as the two of them are discreet." Joe snorted. "Why do I foresee a temporary transfer for
O'Donlon crossing my desk in the near future?"



 "You know I wouldn't do that."

 "Well, maybe you should."

 Harvard clenched his teeth and set his barely touched bottle of beer on the deck railing. "Cat, I'm trying
to be professional here."

 "What happened, she turn you down?"

 Harvard pushed himself off the rail and walked toward the sliding doors, then stopped and walked
toward the captain. "What exactly do you envision her role at FlnCOM to be?"

 "You're purposely changing the subject."

 "Yes, I am."

 "I can't believe you haven't at least tried to get friendly with this woman. If I weren't a happily married
man, I'd be pulling some discreet moves myself. I mean, she's smart, she's beautiful, she's—"

 "What exactly do you envision her role at FlnCOM to be?" Harvard enunciated very clearly.

 "All right," Joe said with a shrug. "Be that way." He drew in a deep breath, taking the time to put his
thoughts into words. "Okay, I see her continuing to climb FlnCOM's career ladder and moving into an
upper-level position—probably onto Kevin Laughton's staff. She's worked with him before. He was the
one who insisted she be part of this program in the first place."

 Kevin Laughton and P.J. Now Harvard had to wonder about that relationship. Inwardly, he rolled his
eyes in disgust. Everything became more complicated when women were thrown into the equation.
Suddenly sex became an issue, a motivation, a factor.

 A possibility.

 Damn, why couldn't P.J. just stay in the FlnCOM office, safe and sound and out of sight—a distraction
for after hours?

 "I see her as being the voice of reason and being right there, on hand, so that when a terrorist situation
like that incident at the Athens airport comes up again, she can tell Laughton to get the SEALs involved
right from the start instead of waiting a week and a half and getting five agents and ten civilians killed.

 "The U.S. has a no-negotiation policy with terrorists," Joe Cat went on. "We need to go one step further
and consistently deliver an immediate and deadly show of force. Tangos take over another airport?
FlnCOM snaps to it, and boom, SEAL Team Ten is there within hours. The first CNN report doesn't
bring attention to the bastards' cause—instead it's an account of how quickly the Ts were crushed. It's a
report on the number of body bags needed to take the scum out of there. Tangos snatch hostages? Same
thing. Boom. We go in, we get them out. No standing around wringing our hands. And eventually the
terrorists will realize that their violent action causes a swift and deadly reaction from the United States
every single time."

 "And you think P.J. Richards will really reach a point in FlnCOM where her opinion is that important?"
Harvard let his scepticism ring in his voice. "Where she can say, 'Call in the SEALs,' and have anyone
listen to her?"



 "On her own? Probably not," Joe said baldly. "She's a woman and she's black. But I do think Kevin
Laughton's going all the way to the top. And I think P.J. Richards will be close by when he gets there.
And I'm betting when she says, 'Call in the SEALs,' he's going to listen."

 Harvard was silent. Damn, but he hated politics. And he hated the image of Laughton with P.J. by his
side.

 "So since our goal has changed," Harvard asked, crossing his arms and trying to stay focused, "do we
still try to convince FInCOM to let us run training ops that extend past their current ten-hour limit? And
what about our request to go out of the country with the finks? If you'd prefer to just stay here in
Virginia—"

 "No," Joe said. "I think it would create more of an impression on P.J. if we put on a real show—you
know, let her feel the impact of being in a strange country for these longer exercises."

 "But you just said Veronica—"

 "Ronnie will be fine if I go out of town for a few days for something as safe as a FInCOM training
exercise. And I can't stress enough the importance of convincing P.J. that the creation of a CSF team is
not the way to go," Joe told him. "And the way I think we can do that is to set up and run two different
forty-eight-hour exercises either in the Middle East or somewhere in Southeast Asia. We'd let the finks
take part in the first operation. And then, after they fail miserably again, I'd like to set P.J. up as an
observer as Alpha Squad does a similar training op—and succeeds. I want her to see exactly how
successfully a SEAL team like Alpha Squad can operate, but I want her to get a taste of just how hard it
is first."

 "We'll need to make a formal request to Admiral Stonegate's office."

 "It's already sent. They're pretty negative. I think they're afraid we're somehow going to hurt the finks."

 Harvard smiled. "They're probably right. God only knows what will happen if the finks don't get their
beauty sleep."

 "I've also put in a call to Laughton's office," Joe told him. "But I'm having trouble reaching the man. So
far, his staff has been adamant that the rules stand as is."

 The door slid open and Blue stepped onto the deck. "Sorry I'm late."

 Harvard looked at Joe. "He look sorry to you?"

 "He's trying."

 "He's not succeeding. Look at that smile he can't keep off his face."

 Blue sat down. "Okay, okay, I'm not sorry. I admit it. So what are we talking about? P.J. Richards? Her
test scores are off the scale. And I assume you're both aware she's an expert-level sharpshooter?"

 "Yeah, we've already voted her in as Wonder Woman," Harvard told him.

 "What we've got to do now," Joe said, "is make sure she's got the same warm fuzzy feelings about us



that we have about her. We want her going back to Laughton and telling him, 'These guys are the best,'
not 'Whatever you do, stay away from those nasty SEALs.' She's been kind of aloof, but then again, we
haven't exactly welcomed her with open arms."

 "Consider that about to change," Blue said. "I heard Lucky talking before I left the base. P.J.'s having
dinner with him—the Alpha Squad's ambassador of open arms—right this very moment."

 Joe swore. "That's not what I had in mind. You'd better go and intercept that," he said, turning toward
Harvard.

 But Harvard was already running for his car.

  

 P.J. punched her floor number into the hotel elevator.

 Well, that had been a joke.

 She'd finally decided to take some action. Over the past few days, she'd come to the conclusion that she
had to attempt to make friends with one of the SEALs. She needed an ally—because it was more than
obvious that these big, strong men were scared to death of her.

 She needed just one of them to start looking at her as if she were an equal. All it would take was one,
and that one would, by example, teach the others it could be done. She could be accepted as a person
first, a woman second.

 But that special chosen one wasn't going to be the SEAL nicknamed Lucky, that was for sure.

 He had a nice smile and an even nicer motorcycle, but his intentions when he'd asked her to join him for
dinner hadn't been to strike up a friendship. On the contrary, he'd been looking for some action.

 A different kind of action than the kind she was looking for.

 He'd fooled her at first. They had a common interest in motorcycles, and he let her drive his from the
base to the restaurant. But when he rode behind her, he'd held her much too tightly for the tame speeds
they were going.

 And so she'd told him bluntly between the salad and the main course that she wasn't interested in
anything other than a completely nonsexual friendship. By the time coffee arrived, she'd managed to
convince him. And although he wasn't as forthright as she had been, from the way he kept glancing at his
watch she knew that he wasn't interested in anything other than a sexual relationship.

 Which left her back at square one.

 The doors opened, and P.J. stepped into the small sitting area by the elevators. She searched through
her belt pack for her key card. She almost didn't see Harvard Becker sitting in the shadows.

 And when she did see him, she almost kept going. If she'd had any working brains in her head, she
should have kept going. But in her surprise, she stopped short, gaping at him like an idiot. He was the
dead last person she'd expected to see sitting in the hallway on the soft leather of the sofa, waiting for
her.



 Harvard nodded a greeting. "Ms. Richards."

 She had to clear her throat so her voice wouldn't come out in an undignified squeak. "Were you looking
for me? Am I needed on base? You could have paged me."

 "No." He stood up—Lord, he was tall. "Actually, I was looking for Luke O'Donlon."

 "He's not here."

 "Yes, I can see that."

 P.J. started for her room, afraid if she didn't move, her anger would show. Who was he checking up on
and trying to protect? Her or Lucky? Either way, it was damned insulting. She unlocked her door with a
vicious swipe of the key card.

 "Do you happen to know where he was headed?"

 "Back to the base," she said shortly. She wanted to slam the door behind her, but she forced herself to
turn and face him.

 "I'm sorry to have bothered you," he said quietly.

 "Was there anything else you wanted?" She knew as soon as the sarcastic words were out of her mouth
it was the wrong thing to say.

 Undisguised heat flared in his eyes, heat tinged with an awareness that told her he knew quite well his
attraction was extremely mutual. He wanted her. The message was right there in his gorgeous brown
eyes. But all he did was laugh, a soft chuckle that made her heart nearly stop beating and the hair stand
up on the back of her neck.

 All she had to do was step into her room and hold open that door, and he would come inside and...

 And what? Mess up her life beyond repair, no doubt.

 He was not on her side. He'd flatly admitted that he didn't like working with her, he didn't want to work
with her.

 P.J. moistened her dry lips, holding her head high and trying to look as if she were totally unaffected by
the picture he made standing there. "Good night, Senior Chief."

 She closed the door tightly behind her and drew in a deep breath.

 Dear God, how on earth was she going to make it through another six weeks? She needed an ally, and
she needed one bad.

 Chapter 5

 Harvard knew the moment P.J. walked into the bar. He turned and sure enough, there she was, looking
everywhere but at him, pretending he didn't exist.



 Today had been a classroom day for the finks, and Harvard had had other business to take care of.
He'd gone to the mess hall at lunchtime, hoping for...what? He wasn't sure. But when he got there, Wes
told him P.J. had gone to the firing range.

 The afternoon had passed interminably slowly, the biggest excitement being when he spoke to Kevin
Laughton's assistant's assistant, who had told him there was no way the FInCOM rule book was going to
be altered to allow for two-or three-day-long exercises. And hadn't they already compromised on this
issue? And no, Mr. Laughton couldn't come to the 'phone, he was far too busy with important matters.

 Harvard had wheedled and cajoled, reasoned and explained, but he'd hung up the phone without any
real hope that Laughton would call him or Joe Cat. He'd cheered himself up some by calling the friend of
a friend of a friend who worked at the Pentagon and who faxed him the layout of FInCOM
headquarters, where Kevin Laughton's office was housed. He'd spent his coffee break pinpointing the
areas of FInCOM HQ that would be most vulnerable to a direct assault by a small, covert group of
SEALs. He'd managed to put a smile on his face by imagining the look on Laughton's face when he
walked into his high-level security office and found Harvard and Joe Cat sitting there, feet up on his desk,
waiting to talk to him.

 Harvard headed for an empty table in the bar, keeping P.J. securely in his peripheral vision, trying to
figure out the best strategy for approaching her.

 It was funny. He'd never had to work at approaching a woman before. Usually women fell right in his
lap. But P.J. wasn't falling anywhere. She was running—hard—in the opposite direction.

 The only other woman he'd ever pursued was Rachel.

 Damn, he hadn't thought about Rachel in years. He'd met her during a training op in Guam. She was a
marine biologist, part of a U.S. government survey team housed in the military facilities. She was
beautiful—part African American, part Asian and part Hawaiian—and shyly sweet.

 For a week or two, Rachel had had Harvard thinking in terms of forever. It was the only time in his life
he'd been on the verge of crossing that fine line that separated sex from love. But then he'd been sent to
Desert Shield, and while he was gone, Rachel had reconciled with her ex-husband.

 He could still remember how that news had sliced like a hot knife into his quick. He could still remember
that crazily out-of-control feeling of hurt and frustration-that sense of being on the verge of despair. He
hadn't liked it one bit, and he'd worked hard since then to make sure he'd never repeat it.

 He glanced at P.J. and met her eyes. She quickly looked away, as if the spark that had instantly ignited
had been too hot for her to handle.

 Hot was definitely the key word here.

 Yes, he was the pursuer, but he wasn't in any real danger of going the Rachel route with this girl.

 She was nothing like Rachel, for one thing.

 For another, this thing, this current between him and P.J. came from total, mindless, screaming animal
attraction. Lust. Pure, sizzling sex. Two bodies joined in a quest for heart-stopping pleasure.

 That wasn't what his relationship with Rachel had been about. He'd been so careful with her. He'd held



back so much.

 But when he looked into P.J.'s eyes, he saw them joined in a dance of passion that had no civilities. He
saw her legs locked around him as he drove himself into her, hard and fast, her back against the wall,
right inside the doorway of her hotel room.

 Oh, yeah. It was going to be amazingly good, but no one was going to cry when it was over.

 Harvard smiled at himself, at his presumption that such a collaboration was, indeed, going to happen.

 First thing he had to do was figure out how to get this girl to quit running away for long enough to talk to
her. Only then could he start to convince her they'd gotten off to a bad start.

 He should have been cooler last night.

 He'd stood there outside her hotel room and he hadn't been able to think of anything besides how good
she looked and how badly he wanted her and how damn glad he was that she hadn't been bringing
Lucky back to her room with her.

 He wasn't sure he would have been able to make small talk even if he'd tried. But he hadn't tried. He'd
just stood there, looking at her as if she were the gingerbread girl and he was the hungry fox.

 At least he hadn't drooled.

 He caught the waitress's eye as he sat down. "Iced tea, no sugar," he ordered, then glanced again at P.J.

 This time, she was looking straight at him and smiling. Damn, she had an incredible smile. On a scale
from one to ten, it was an even hundred. He felt his mouth curve into an answering smile. He couldn't
explain what caused her sudden change of heart, but he wasn't going to complain.

 "Hey," she said, walking toward him. "What are you doing here?"

 As she moved closer, Harvard realized she wasn't looking at him at all. Her focus was behind him. He
turned and saw that Joe Cat had come into the bar through the back door,

 "I thought I'd stop in tonight before going home," the captain said to P.J. "What's shaking?"

 "Not much," Harvard heard P.J. say as she gave Joe Cat another of those killer smiles. "Everyone's
glued to the TV, watching baseball." She rolled her eyes in mock disgust.

 Excuse me, Harvard felt like standing up and saying, but everyone isn't watching baseball. The waitress
put his drink on the table in front of him, and P.J. still didn't glance in his direction.

 Joe shrugged out of his jacket. "You're not a baseball fan?"

 "Nuh-uh. Too slow for me. The batter wiggles around, getting all ready for the pitch, and the pitcher
does his thing, getting ready for the pitch, and I'm sitting there thinking, 'Just throw the ball!'" She laughed.
She had musical-sounding laughter. "And then the ball is fired over the plate so fast that they've got to
play it back in slo-mo just so I can see it."

 "You're probably not into football, either, then. Too many breaks in the play."



 "You got that right," P.J. said. "Do you have time to sit down? Can I buy you a beer?"

 "I'd love it," Joe said.

 "Then grab us a table. I'll be right back."

 P.J. headed toward the bar.

 "If you don't sit with me, I may have to seriously damage you," Harvard said to his friend.

 Joe Cat laughed and pulled out a chair at Harvard's table. "You didn't think I couldn't see you lurking
here, eavesdropping, did you?"

 "Of course, she may not want to chill with you after she comes back and sees the excess company,"
Harvard pointed out. "She's been running from me all day—she's bound to keep it up."

 "Nah, she's tougher than that."

 Harvard gave a short laugh of disbelief as he squeezed the lemon into his iced tea. "Wait a minute.
Suddenly you're the authority on this girl?"

 "I'm trying to be," Joe said. "I spent about two hours with her today at the range. She just happened to
show up while I was there. You know, H., she's really good. She's got a real shooter's instinct. And a
natural ability to aim."

 Harvard didn't know what to say. P.J. had just happened to show up.... He took a sip of his drink.

 "She's funny, too," Joe added. "She has a solid sense of humour. She's one very sharp, very smart lady."

 Harvard found his voice. "Oh, yeah? What's Veronica think about that?" He was kidding, but only half
kidding.

 Joe didn't miss that. And even though P.J. was coming toward them carrying two mugs filled with frothy
beer, he leaned closer to Harvard. "It's not about sex," he said, talking fast. "Yes, P.J.'s a woman, and
yes, she's attractive, but come on, H., you know me well enough to know I'm not going to go in that
direction. Ever. I love Ronnie more than you will ever know. But I'm married, I'm not dead. I can still
appreciate an attractive woman when I see one. And being friendly to this particular attractive woman is
going to get us further than shutting her out. She approached me. She's clearly trying to make friends.
This is exactly what we wanted."

 Harvard saw P.J. glance over and see him sitting with Joe. He saw her falter, then square her shoulders
and keep coming.

 She nodded at him as she set the mugs on the table. "Senior Chief Becker," she said coolly, managing
not to meet his eyes. "If I'd known you'd be joining us, I'd have offered to get you a drink, as well."

 He wasn't aware they sold hemlock in this bar. "You can catch me on the next round," he said.

 "I've got a lot of reading to do. I may not be able to stay for a next round. It might have to be some
other time." She sat as far from him as possible and took a sip of her beer.



 The temperature in that corner of the room had definitely dropped about twenty degrees.

 "Basketball," Joe said to P.J. "I bet you like basketball."

 She smiled, and the temperature went up a bit. "Good guess."

 "Do you play?"

 "I'm a frustrated player," she admitted. "I have certain... height issues. I never really spent enough time on
the court to get any good."

 "Have you had a chance to check out that new women's professional basketball league?" Harvard
asked, attempting to be part of the conversation.

 P.J. turned to him, her eyes reminiscent of the frozen tundra. "I've watched a few games." She turned to
Joe Cat. "I don't spend much time watching sports—I prefer to be out there playing. Which reminds me,
Tim Farber mentioned that you're something of a wizard on the handball court I was wondering if you
play racquetball. There's a court here in the hotel, and I'm looking for an opponent"

 Harvard shifted in his seat, clenching his teeth to keep from speaking.

 "I've played some," Joe told her.

 "Hmm. Now, in my experience, when people say they've played some, that really means they're too
humble to admit that if you venture onto the court with them, they're going to thoroughly whip your butt"

 Joe laughed. "I guess that probably depends on how long you've been playing."

 P.J.'s smile returned. "I've played some."

 She was flirting with Joe. P.J. was sitting right there, directly in front of him, flirting with the captain.
What was this girl up to? What was she trying to pull?

 Joe's pager went off. He looked at Harvard. "You getting anything?"

 Harvard's pager was silent and still. "No, sir."

 "That's a good sign. I'll be right back."

 As Joe headed toward the bar and a telephone, P.J. pretended to be fascinated by the architectural
structure of the building.

 Harvard knocked on the table. Startled, she looked at him.

 "I don't know what your deal is," he said bluntly. "I don't know what you stand to gain by getting tight
with the captain—whether it's some career thing or just some personal power trip—but I'm here to tell
you right now, missy, hands off. Didn't your research on the man include the fact that he's got a wife and
kid? Or maybe you're the kind that gets off on things like that."

 As Harvard watched, the permafrost in P.J.'s eyes morphed into volcanic anger. "How dare you?" she



whispered.

 The question was rhetorical, but Harvard answered it anyway. "I dare because Cat is my friend—and
because you, little Miss Fink, are temptation incarnate. So back off."

 She was looking at him as if he were something awful she'd stepped in, something disgusting that had
stuck onto the bottom of her shoe. "You're such a...man," she said, as if that were the worst possible
name she could call him. "The captain is the only person in this entire program who's even bothered to sit
down and talk to me. But if you're telling me that all he's doing is dogging me, despite having a wife and
kid at home—"

 "He's not dogging you, baby, you're dogging him."

 "I am not!"

 "You just happen to head over to the firing range while Cat's scheduled to be there. He walks into this
bar, and you all but launch yourself at him."

 She flushed, unable to deny his accusations. "You really have no idea what it's like, do you?"

 "Poor baby, all alone, far away from home. Is this where the violins start to play? Tell me, do you go for
the married men because there's less of a chance of actually becoming involved?"

 She was seething, her eyes all but shooting sparks. "I was only trying to be friends!"

 "Friends?"

 "You know, people who hang out together, share meals occasionally, sometimes get together for a game
of cards or Scrabble?"

 "Friends." Harvard let scepticism drip from his voice. "You want to be Cat's friend."

 P.J. stood. "I knew you wouldn't understand. You've probably never had a friend who was a woman in
your entire life."

 "I'm ready to learn—a willing and able volunteer with the added bonus of being unattached. I'm wicked
good at Scrabble. Among other things."

 She snorted. "Sorry. From where I stand, you're the enemy."

 "I'm what?"

 "You heard me. You want me gone from this training op on pure principle. You think women have no
place out in the field, in the line of fire. You're judging me not as an individual, but based only on the fact
that I don't have a penis. What's the deal with that? Do you use your penis to aim your rifle better? Does
it help you dodge bullets or run faster?"

 This woman could really piss him off, but at the same time, she could really make him laugh. "Not that I
know of."

 "Not thatI know of, either. You're a narrow-minded bigot, Senior Chief, and I have no desire to spend



even a minute more in your company."

 Harvard stopped laughing. A bigot? "Hey," he said.

 But P.J. was already walking away, her beer barely touched.

 Harvard had never been called a bigot before. A bigot was someone narrow-minded who believed
unswervingly that he and his opinions were inarguably right. But the fact is, he was right. Women did not
belong on combat missions, carrying—and firing—weapons and being shot at. It was not easy to stare
down the sight of a rifle at a human being and pull the trigger. And countless psych reports stated that
women, God bless 'em, had a higher choke factor. When the time came to pull that trigger, after all those
tax dollars had been spent on thousands of hours of training, most women couldn't get the job done.

 God knows that certainly was the truth when it came to women like his mother and sisters and Rachel.
He couldn't picture Rachel holding an MP5 automatic weapon. And his sisters... All four of them were
card-carrying pacifists who spouted make-love-not-war-type clichés whenever he was around.

 Still, after his sister Kendra had gotten married and started a family, she'd attached an addendum to her
nonviolent beliefs. "Except if you threaten or hurt my kids." Harvard could still see the light of murder in
his sister's eyes as the former president of Students Against Violence proclaimed that if anyone, anyone
threatened her precious children, she would rip out their lungs with her bare hands.

 Put an MP5 in that girl's hands and tell her her children were in danger, and she'd be using up her ammo
faster than any man.

 But on the other hand, you'd never be able even to get a weapon into his father's hands. The old man
would gently push the barrel toward the floor and start lecturing on the theme of war in modern American
literature.

 Harvard could imagine what P.J. would say about that. He could hear her husky voice as clearly as if
she were standing right behind him. Just because your father and men like him don't make good soldiers
doesn't mean that all men shouldn't be soldiers. And in the same way, women like me shouldn't be
lumped together with softer women like Rachel or your mother.

 Damn, maybe he was a bigot

 Joe returned to the table. "I don't suppose P.J.'s in the ladies' room?"

 Harvard shook his head. "No, I, uh...let's see." He counted on his fingers. "I totally alienated her, I
incensed her, and last but not least, I made her walk away in sheer disgust."

 Joe pursed his lips, nodding slowly. "All that in only six minutes. Very impressive."

 "She called me," Harvard said, "a bigot."

 "Yeah, well, you've got to admit, you've been pretty narrow-minded when it comes to P.J.'s part in this
exercise."

 Damn, Joe Cat thought he was a bigot, too.

 Joe finished his beer. "I've got to go. That was Ronnie who paged me. Frankie's had an ear infection



over the past few days, and now he's throwing up the antibiotic. I'm meeting them at the hospital in fifteen
minutes."

 "Is it serious?"

 "Nah, the kid's fine. I keep telling Ronnie, babies barf. It's what they do. She's just not going to sleep
tonight until she hears a doctor say it, too." Joe rolled his eyes. "Of course, she probably won't even
sleep then. I keep telling her it's the baby who's supposed to wake the mother up at night, not the other
way around. But she has a friend who lost a kid to SIDS. I'm hoping by the time Frank turns two,
Veronica will finally sleep through the night." Joe picked up his jacket from the back of the chair he'd
thrown it over.

 "You sure there's nothing I can do to help?"

 The captain turned to look at him. "Yeah," he said. "There is something you can do. You can stay away
from P.J. Richards after hours. It's clear you two aren't ever going to be best friends."

 There was that word again. Friends.

 "If there's one thing I've learned as a commander," Joe continued, "it's that you can't force people to like
each other."

 The stupid thing was, Harvard did like P.J. He liked her a lot.

 "But it's not too much to ask that you and she work together in a civil manner," Joe continued.

 "I've been civil," Harvard said. "She's the one who walked away in a huff."

 Joe nodded. "I'll speak to her about that in the morning."

 "No, Cat..." Harvard took a deep breath and started again. "With your permission, Captain, allow me to
handle the situation." He wasn't a bigot, but he was guilty of generalizing without noting that there was, of
course, a minuscule amount of the population that was an exception to the rule. And maybe P.J. Richards
was in that tiny percentage.

 Joe Cat looked at Harvard and grinned. "She drives you crazy, but you can't stay away from her, can
you? Aw, H., you're in trouble, man."

 Harvard shook his head. "No, Captain, you've got it wrong. I just want to be the lady's friend."

 They both knew he was lying through his teeth.

 Chapter 6

 "That's an apology?" P.J. laughed. "You say, 'Yes, I'm guilty of being small-minded when it comes to my
opinions about women, but oh, by the way, I still think I'm right'?"

 Harvard shook his head. "I didn't say that."

 "Yes, you did I'm paraphrasing, but that is the extent of the message you just delivered."



 "What I said was that I think women who have the, shall we say, aggressive tendencies needed to handle
frontline pressures are the exception rather than the rule."

 "They're few and far between, was what you said." P.J. crossed her arms. "As in practically
nonexistent."

 Harvard turned away, then turned back. He was trying hard to curb his frustration, she had to give him
that much. "Look, I didn't come here to argue with you. In fact, I want us to try to figure out a way we
can get along over the next six weeks. Joe Cat's aware that we're having some kind of personality clash.
I want him to be able to look over, see us working side by side without this heavy cloud of tension
following us around. Do you think we can manage to do that?"

 "The captain knows?" Every muscle in P.J.'s body ached, and she finally gave in to the urge to sit on the
soft leather of the lobby couch.

 Harvard sat across from her. "It's not that big a deal. When you're dealing with mostly alpha
personalities, you've got to expect that sometimes the fit won't work." He gazed at her steadily, leaning
slightly forward, his elbows resting on his knees. "But I think that transferring out of this particular
program isn't an option for either of us. Both of us want to be here badly enough to put in a little extra
effort, am I right?"

 "You are." She smiled. "For once."

 Harvard smiled, too. "A joke. Much better than fighting."

 "A half a joke," she corrected him.

 His smile widened, and she saw a flash of his perfect white teeth. "That's a start," he told her.

 P.J. took a chance and went directly to the bottom line. "Seriously, Senior Chief, I need you to treat me
as an equal."

 She was gazing at him, her pretty face so sombre. She'd changed out of her uniform shirt and into a
snugly fitting T-shirt boasting the logo, Title Nine Sports. She had put on running shorts, too, and
Harvard forced his gaze away from the graceful shape of her bare legs and back to her eyes. "I thought I
had been."

 "You're always watching me—checking up on me as if I were some little child, making sure I haven't
wandered away from the rest of the kindergarten class."

 Harvard shook his head. "I don't—"

 "Yeah," she said, "you do. You're always looking to see if I need some help. 'Is that pack too heavy for
you, Ms. Richards?' 'Careful of your step, Ms. Richards.' 'Let me give you a boost into the boat, Ms.
Richards."'

 "I remember doing that," Harvard admitted. "But I gave Schneider and Greene a boost, too."

 "Maybe so, but you didn't announce it to the world, the way you did with me."

 "I announced it with you because I felt it was only polite to give you a proper warning before I grabbed



your butt."

 She gazed steadily into his eyes, refusing to acknowledge the embarrassment that was heating her
cheeks. "Well, it just so happens that I didn't need a boost. I'm plenty strong enough to pull myself into
that boat on my own."

 "It's harder than it looks."

 "I didn't get a chance to find that out, did I?"

 She was right. She may indeed have found that she couldn't pull herself into the boat without a boost, but
she hadn't had that opportunity, and so she was right. Harvard did the only thing he could do.

 "I'm sorry," he said. "I shouldn't have assumed. It's just that women tend not to have the upper body
strength necessary—"

 "Ido." She cut him off. "It's one of the times my size works to my advantage. I can probably do more
chin ups than you, because I'm lifting less than a hundred pounds."

 "I'll grant that you weigh less because you're smaller, but everything's smaller. Your arms are smaller."

 "That doesn't mean I don't have muscles." P.J. pushed up the sleeve of her T-shirt and flexed her bicep.
"Check this out. Feel this. That's one solid muscle."

 She actually wanted him to touch her.

 "Check it out," she urged him.

 Harvard was so much bigger than she was, he could have encircled her entire upper arm with one
hand-flexed bicep and all. But he knew if he did that, she would think he was mocking her. Instead, he
touched her lightly, his fingers against the firmness of her muscle, his thumb against the inside of her arm.
Her skin was sinfully soft, impossibly smooth. And as he moved his fingers, it was more like a caress than
a test of strength.

 His mouth went dry, and as he looked up, he knew everything he was thinking was there in his eyes,
clear as day, for her to see. He wanted her. No argument, no doubt. If she said the word go, he wouldn't
hesitate even a fraction of a second.

 P.J. pulled her arm away as if she'd been burned. "Bad idea, bad idea," she said as if she were talking
to—and scolding—herself. She stood up. "I need to go to bed. You should, too. We both have to be up
early in the morning."

 Harvard slouched on the couch, drawing in a deep breath and letting it out in a rush of air. "Maybe that's
a way to relieve some of the tension between us."

 She turned to look at him, her beautiful eyes wary. "What is?"

 "You and me," Harvard said bluntly. "Going to bed together—getting this attraction thing out of our
systems."

 P.J. crossed her arms. "Now, how did I know you were going to suggest that?"



 "It's just a thought."

 She looked at him, at the way he was sitting, the way he was trying to hide the fact that he'd gotten
himself totally turned on just from touching her that little tiny bit. "Somehow I think it's more than just a
thought."

 "Just say the word and it changes from a good idea to hard reality." His eyes were impossibly hot as he
looked at her. "I'm more than ready."

 P.J. had to clear her throat before she could speak. "It's not a good idea. It's a bad idea."

 "Are you sure?"

 "Absolutely."

 "You know it'd be great."

 "No, I don't," she told him honestly.

 "Well,I know it would be better than great." He looked as if he were ready to sit there all night and try to
tease her into getting with him.

 But no matter how determined he was, she was more so. "I can't do this. I can't be casual about
something so important." Lord, if he only knew the whole truth.... She turned toward her room, and he
stood up, ready to follow her.

 "I'm not just imagining this," he asked quietly, his handsome face serious. "Am I? I mean, I know you feel
this thing between us, too. It's damn powerful."

 "There's a definite pull," she admitted. "But that doesn't mean we should throw caution to the wind and
go to bed together." She laughed in disbelief, amazed their conversation should have come this far. "You
don't even like me."

 "Not so," Harvard countered. "You're the one who doesn't like me. I would truly like us to be friends."

 She snorted. "Friends who have sex? What a novel idea. I'm sure you're the first man who's ever come
up with that."

 "You want it Platonic? I can keep it Platonic for as long as you want."

 "Well, there's a big word I didn't think you knew."

 "I graduated with high honours from one of the toughest universities in the country," he told her. "I know
lots of big words."

 P.J. desperately wanted to pace, but she forced herself to stand still, not wanting to betray how nervous
this man made her feel.

 "Look," she said finally. "I have a serious problem with the fact that you've been treating me as if I'm a
child or—a substandard man." She forced herself to hold his gaze, willed herself not to melt from the



magma-like heat that lingered in his eyes. "If you really want to be my friend, then try me," she said. "Test
me. Push me to the edge—see just how far I can go before you set up imaginary boundaries and fence
me in." She laughed, but it wasn't because it was funny. "Or out."

 Harvard nodded. "I can't promise miracles. I can only promise I'll try."

 "That's all I ask."

 "Good," Harvard said. He held out his hand for her to shake. "Friends?"

 P.J. started to reach for his hand, but quickly pulled away.

 "Friends," she agreed, "who will stay friends a whole lot longer if we keep the touching to an absolute
minimum."

 Harvard laughed. "I happen to disagree."

 P.J. smiled. "Yeah, well, old buddy, old pal, that's not the first time we've not seen eye to eye, and I'm
willing to bet it's not going to be the last."

  

 "Yo, Richards—you awake?"

 "I am now." P.J. closed her eyes and sank onto her bed, telephone pressed against her ear.

 "Well, good, because it's too early to be sleeping."

 She opened one eye, squinting at the clock radio on the bedside table. "Senior Chief, it's after eleven."

 "Yeah, like I said, it's too early to crash." Harvard's voice sounded insufferably cheerful over the phone.
"We don't have to be on base tomorrow until ten. That means it's playtime. Are you dressed?"

 "No."

 "Well, what are you waiting for? Get shakin', or they're gonna start without us. I'm in the lobby, I'll be
right up."

 "Start what?"

 But Harvard had already disconnected the line. P.J. hung up the phone without sitting up. She'd gone to
bed around ten, planning to get a solid ten hours of sleep tonight. Lord knows she needed it.

 Bam, bam, bam. "Richards, open up!"

 Now the fool was at the door. P.J. closed her eyes a little tighter, hoping he'd take a hint and go away.
Whatever he wanted, she wanted to sleep more.

 The past week had been exhausting. True to his word, the Senior Chief had stopped coddling her. She'd
gotten no more helpful boosts, no more special treatment. She was busting her butt, but she was keeping
up. Hell, she was out front, leading the way. Of course, the FInCOM agents were being trained at a



significantly lower intensity than the SEALs normally operated. This was a walk in the park for Alpha
Squad. But P.J. wasn't trying to be a SEAL. That wasn't what this was about. She was here to learn
from them—to try to understand the best way not just FInCOM but the entire United States of America
could fight and win the dirty war against terrorism.

 Harvard hadn't stopped watching her, but at least now when she caught him gazing in her direction, there
was a glint of something different in his eyes. It may not quite have been approval, but it was certainly
awareness of some kind. She was doing significantly better than Farber, Schneider and Greene without
Harvard's help, and he knew it. He'd nod, acknowledging her, never embarrassed that she caught him
staring.

 She liked seeing that awareness. She liked it a lot. She liked it too damn much.

 "Oh, man, Richards, don't wimp out on me now."

 P.J. opened her eyes to see Harvard standing next to her bed. He looked impossibly tall. "How did you
get in here?" she asked, instantly alert, sitting up and clutching her blanket to her.

 "I walked in."

 "That door was locked!"

 Harvard chuckled. "Allegedly. Come on, we got a card game to go to. Bring your wallet. Me and the
guys aim to take your paycheck off your hands tonight."

 A card game. She pushed her hair out of her face. To her relief, she was still mostly dressed. She'd fallen
asleep in her shorts and T-shirt. "Poker?"

 "Yeah. You play?"

 "Gambling's illegal in this state, and I'm a FInCOM agent."

 "Great. You can arrest us all—but only after we get to Joe Cat's. Let's get there quickly, shall we?" He
started toward the door.

 "First I'm going to arrest you for breaking and entering," P.J. grumbled. She didn't want to go out. She
wanted to curl up in the king-size bed She would have, too, if Harvard hadn't been there. But sinking
back into bed with him watching was like playing with fire. He'd get that hungry look in his eyes—that
look that made her feel as if everything she did, every move she made was personal and intimate. That
look that she liked too much.

 P.J. pushed herself off the bed. It would probably be best to get as far away from the bed as possible
with Harvard in the room.

 "Those electronic locks are ridiculously easy to override. Getting past 'em doesn't really count as
breaking." He looked at the ceiling, squinting suddenly. "Damn, I can feel it. They're starting without us."

 "How does the captain's poor wife feel about being dropped in on at this time of night?"

 "Veronica loves poker. She'd be playing, too, except she's in New York on business. Come on,
Richards." He clapped his hands, two sharp bursts of sound. "Put on your sneakers. Let's get to the



car—double time!"

 "I've got to get dressed."

 "You are dressed."

 "No, I'm not."

 "You're wearing shorts and a T-shirt. Not exactly elegant, but certainly practical in this heat. Come on,
girl, get your kicks on your feet and—"

 "I can't go out wearing this."

 "What, do you want to change into your Wonder Woman uniform?" Harvard asked.

 "Very funny."

 He grinned. "Yeah, thanks. I thought it was, too. Sometimes I'm so funny, I crack myself up."

 "I don't want to look too—"

 "Relaxed?" he interrupted. "Approachable? Human? Yeah, you know, right now you actually look
almost human, P.J. You're perfectly dressed for hanging out and playing cards with friends." He was still
smiling, but his eyes were dead serious. "This was what you wanted, remember? A little Platonic
friendship."

 Approachable. Human. God knows in her job she couldn't afford to be too much of either. But she also
knew she had a tendency to go too far to the other extreme.

 As she looked into Harvard's eyes, she knew he'd set this game of cards up for her. He was going to go
in Joe Cat's house tonight and show the rest of Alpha Squad that it was okay to be friends with a fink.
With this fink in particular.

 P.J. wasn't certain the Senior Chief truly liked her. She knew for a fact that even though she'd proved
she could keep up, he still only tolerated her presence. Barely tolerated.

 But despite that, he'd clearly gone out of his way for her tonight.

 She nodded. "I thank you for inviting me. Just let me grab a sweatshirt and we can go."

 This wasn't a date.

 It sure as hell felt like a date, but it wasn't one.

 Harvard glanced at P.J., sitting way, way over on the other side of the big bench seat of his pickup
truck.

 "You did well today," he said, breaking the silence.

 She'd totally rocked during an exercise this afternoon. The FInCOM team had been given Intel
information pinpointing the location of an alleged terrorist camp which was—also allegedly—the site of a



munitions storage facility.

 P.J. smiled at him. Damn, she was pretty when she smiled. "Thanks."

 She had used the computer skillfully to access all kinds of information on this particular group of tangos.
She'd dug deeper than the other agents and found that the terrorists rarely kept their munitions supplies in
one place for more than a week. And she'd recognized from the satellite pictures that the T's were getting
ready to mobilize.

 All three of the other finks had recommended sitting tight for another week or so to await further
reconnaissance from regular satellite flybys.

 P.J. had written up priority orders for a combined SEAL/FInCOM team to conduct covert, on-site
intelligence. Her orders had the team carrying enough explosives to flatten the munitions site if it proved
to be there. She'd also put in a special request to the National Reconnaissance Office to reposition a
special KeyHole Satellite to monitor and record any movement of the weapons pile.

 There was only one thing Harvard would have done differently. He wouldn't have bothered with the
CSF team. He would have sent the SEALs in alone.

 But if Joe Cat's plan worked, by the time P.J. Richards completed this eight-week counterterrorist
training session, she would realize that adding FInCOM agents to the Alpha Squad would be like
throwing a monkey wrench into the SEALs' already perfectly oiled machine.

 Harvard hoped that was the case. He didn't like working with incompetents like Farber. And Lord
knows, even though he'd been trying, he couldn't get past the fact that P.J. was a woman. She was smart,
she was tough, but she was a woman. And God help him if he ever had to use her as part of his team.
Somebody would probably end up getting killed—and it would probably be him.

 Harvard glanced at P.J. as he pulled up in front of Joe Cat's rented house.

 "Do you guys play poker often?" she asked.

 "Nah, we usually prefer statue tag."

 She tried not to smile, but she couldn't help it as she pictured the men of Alpha Squad running around on
Joe Cat's lawn, striking statuesque poses. "You're a regular stand-up comic tonight."

 "Can't be a Senior Chief without a sense of humour," he told her, putting the truck in park and turning off
the engine. "It's a prerequisite for the rank."

 "Why a chief?" she asked. "Why not a lieutenant? How come you didn't take the officer route? I mean, if
you really went to Harvard..."

 "I really went to Harvard," he told her. "Why a chief? Because I wanted to. I'm right where I want to
be."

 There was a story behind his decision, and Harvard could see from the questions in P.J.'s eyes that she
wanted to know why. But as much as he liked the idea of sitting here and talking with her in the quiet
darkness of the night, with his truck's engine clicking softly as it cooled, his job was to bring her into Joe's
house and add to the shaky foundation of friendship they'd started building nearly a week ago.



 Friends played cards.

 Lovers sat in the dark and shared secrets.

 Harvard opened the door, and bright light flooded the truck's cab. "Let's get in there."

 "So do you guys play often?" P.J. asked as they walked up the path to the front door.

 "No, not really," Harvard admitted. "We don't have much extra time for games."

 "So this game tonight—this is for my benefit, huh?" she asked perceptively.

 He gazed into her eyes. Damn, she was pretty. "I think it's for all of our benefit," he told her honestly. He
smiled. "You should be honoured. You're the first fink we've ever set up a poker party for."

 "I hate it when you call me that," she said, her voice resigned to the fact that he wasn't going to stop.
"And this isn't really any kind of honour. This is calculated bonding, isn't it? For some reason, you've
decided you need me as a part of the team." Her eyes narrowed speculatively. "It's in Alpha Squad's best
interest to gain me as an ally. But why?"

 She was pretty, but she wasn't half as pretty as she was smart.

 Harvard opened Joe's front door and stepped inside. "You've been doing that spooky agent voodoo for
too many years. This is just a friendly poker game. No more, no less."

 She snorted. "Yeah, sure, whatever you say, Senior Chief."

 Chapter 7

 P.J. was late.

 A truck had jackknifed on the main road leading to the base, and she'd had to go well out of her way to
get there at all.

 She grabbed her gym bag from the back of her rental car and bolted for the field where SEALs and
FInCOM agents met to start their day with an eye-opening run.

 They were all waiting for her.

 Farber, Schneider and Greene had left the hotel minutes before she had. She'd seen them getting into
Farber's car and pulling out of the parking lot as she'd ridden down from her room in the glass-walled
elevator. They must've made it through moments before the road had been closed.

 "Sorry I'm late," she said breathlessly. "There was an accident that shut down route—"

 "Forget it. It doesn't matter," Harvard said shortly, barely meeting her eyes. "We ready to go? Let's do
it."

 P.J. stared in surprise as he turned away from her, as he broke into a run, leading the group toward the
river.



 To Harvard, tardiness was the original sin. There was no excuse for it. She'd fully expected him to
lambaste her good-naturedly, to use her as yet another example to get his point about preparedness
across. She'd expected him to point out in his usual effusive manner that she should have planned ahead,
should have given herself enough time, should have factored in the possibility of Mr. Murphy throwing a
jack-knifed truck into her path.

 She'd even expected him to imply that a man wouldn't have been late.

 But he hadn't.

 What was up with him?

 In the few days since the poker game, P.J. had enjoyed the slightly off-colour, teasing friendship of the
men she'd played cards with. Crash had been there, although she suspected he was as much a stranger to
the other men as she was. And the quiet blond lieutenant called Blue. The team's version of Laurel and
Hardy had anted up, as well—Bobby and Wes. And the captain himself, with his angelic-looking baby
son asleep in a room down the hall, had filled the seventh seat at the table.

 P.J. had scored big. As the dealer, she'd chosen to play a game called Tennessee. The high-risk,
high-penalty, high-reward nature of the game appealed to the SEALs, and they'd played it several times
that evening.

 P.J. had won each time.

 She tossed her bag on the ground and followed as Joe Cat hung back to wait for her. The other men
were already out of sight.

 "I'm really sorry I was late," she said again.

 "I pulled in about forty-five seconds before you." The captain pulled his thick, dark hair into a ponytail as
they headed down the trail. "I guess H. figured he couldn't shout at you after he didn't shout at me, huh?"

 They were moving at a decent clip. Fast but not too fast—just enough so that P.J. had to pay attention
to her breathing. She didn't want to be gasping for air and unable to talk when they reached their
destination. "Does the Senior Chief shout at you?" she asked.

 "Sometimes." Joe smiled. "But never in public, of course."

 They ran in silence for a while. The gravel crunching under their feet was the only sound.

 "Is his father all right?" P.J. finally asked. "I didn't see Harvard at all yesterday, and today he seems so
preoccupied. Is anything wrong?" She tried to sound casual, as if she were just making conversation, as if
she hadn't spent a good hour in bed last night thinking about the man, wondering why he hadn't been at
dinner.

 They'd only gone about a mile, but she was already soaked with perspiration. It was ridiculously humid
today. The air clung to her, pressing against her skin like a damp blanket.

 "His father's doing well," Joe told her. He gave her a long, appraising look. "H. has got some other
personal stuff going on, though."



 P.J. quickly back-pedalled. "I didn't mean to pry."

 "No, your question was valid. He was uncharacteristically monosyllabic this morning," he said. "Probably
because it's moving day."

 She tried not to ask, but she couldn't stop herself. "Moving day?"

 "H.'s parents are moving. I don't want to put words in his mouth, but I think he feels bad that he's not up
there helping out. Not to mention that he's pretty thrown by the fact that they're leaving Massachusetts.
For years his family lived in this really great old house overlooking the ocean near Boston. I went home
with him a few times before his sisters started getting married and moving out. He has a really nice
family—really warm, friendly people. He grew up in that house—it's gotta hold a lot of memories for
him."

 "He lived in one house almost his entire life? God, I moved five times in one year. And that was just the
year I turned twelve."

 "I know what you mean. My mother and I were pros at filling out post office change of address cards,
too. But H. lived in one place from the time he was a little kid until he left for college. Wild, huh?"

 "And on top of that his parents are both still alive and together." P.J. shook her head. "Doesn't he know
how lucky he is? Unless he's got some deep, dark, dysfunctional secret that I don't know about."

 "I don't think so, but I'm not exactly qualified to answer that one. I think it's probably best if Harvard got
into those specifics with you himself, you know?"

 "Of course," she said quickly. "I wasn't looking to put you on the spot."

 "Yeah, I know that," he said easily. "And I didn't mean to make it sound as if I was telling you to mind
your own business. Because I wasn't."

 P.J. had to laugh. "Whew—I'm glad we got that settled."

 "It's just... I'm speculating here. I don't want to mislead you in any way."

 "I know—and you're not." As he glanced at her again, P.J. felt compelled to add, "The Senior Chief and
I are just friends."

 Joe Catalanotto just smiled.

 "I've known H. almost as long as I've known Blue," he told her after they'd run another mile or so in
silence.

 "Yeah, you told me you and Blue—Lieutenant McCoy—went through BUD/S together, right?" P.J.
asked.

 "Yeah, we were swim buddies."

 Swim buddies. That meant Joe Cat and Blue had been assigned to work together as they'd trained to
become SEALs. From what P.J. knew of the rigorous special forces training, they'd had to become



closer than blood brothers, relying on one man's strengths to counter the other's weaknesses, and vice
versa. It was no wonder that after all those years of working side by side, the two men could
communicate extensively with a single look.

 "H. was in our graduating class," Joe told her. "In fact, he was part of our boat team during Hell Week.
A vital part."

 Funny, they were talking about Harvard again. Not that P.J. particularly minded.

 "Who was his swim buddy?"

 "Harvard's swim buddy rang out—he quit—right before it was our turn to land our IBS on the rocks
outside the Hotel Coronado."

 "IBS?"

 "Inflatable Boat, Small." Joe smiled. "And the word small is relative. It weighs about two hundred and
fifty pounds and carries seven men. The boat team carries it everywhere throughout Hell Week. By the
time we did the rock portage, we were down to only four men—all enlisted—and that thing was damn
heavy. But we all made it through to the end."

 Enlisted? "You and Blue didn't start out as officers?"

 Joe picked up the pace. "Nope. We were both enlisted. Worked our way up from the mailroom, so to
speak."

 "Any idea why Harvard didn't take that route?" she asked. She quickly added, "I'm just curious."

 The captain nodded but couldn't hide his smile. "I guess he didn't want to be an officer. I mean, he really
didn't want to. He was approached by OCS—the Officer's Candidate School—so often, it got to be
kind of a joke. In fact, during BUD/S, he was paired with a lieutenant, I think in an attempt to make him
realize he was prime officer material."

 "But the lieutenant quit."

 "Yeah. Harvard took that pretty hard. He thought he should've been able to keep his swim
buddy—Matt, I think his name was—from quitting. But it was more than clear to all of us that H. had
been carrying this guy right from the start. Matt would've been out weeks earlier if he hadn't been teamed
up with H."

 "I guess even back then, Harvard was a team player," P.J. mused. The entire front of her T-shirt was
drenched with sweat, and her legs and lungs were starting to burn, but the captain showed no sign of
slowing down.

 "Exactly." Joe wasn't even slightly winded. "He hated feeling like he was letting Matt down. Except the
truth was, Matt had been doing nothing but letting H. down from day one. Swim buddies have to balance
out their strengths and weaknesses. It doesn't work if one guy does all the giving and the other does
nothing but take. You know, even though Harvard saw Matt's ringing out as a personal failure, the rest of
us recognized it for the blessing it was. God knows it's hard enough to get through BUD/S. But it's damn
near impossible to do it with a drowning man strapped to your back."



 She could see Harvard way up ahead on the trail, still in the lead. He'd taken off his T-shirt, and his
powerful muscles gleamed with sweat. He moved like a dancer, each step graceful and sure. He made
running look effortless.

 As Joe Cat cranked their speed up another few notches, P.J. found that it was getting harder to talk and
run at the same time.

 The captain kept his mouth tightly shut as they raced past first Schneider and Greene, then Tim Farber,
but it wasn't because he couldn't talk. Once out of the other agents' earshot, he turned to grin at her.

 "My grandmother could outrun those guys."

 "How far are we going today?" P.J. asked as they passed the five-mile mark. Her words came out in
gasps.

 "However far H. wants to take us."

 Harvard didn't look as if he were planning on stopping any time soon. In fact, as P.J. watched, he
punched up the speed.

 "'You know, I used to be faster than H.," Joe told her. "But then he went and shaved his head and cut
down on all that wind resistance."

 P.J. had to laugh.

 "So I asked Ronnie, what do you think, should I shave my head, too, and she tells me no way. I say,
why not? She's always talking about how sexy Harvard is—about how women can't stay away from him,
and I'm thinking maybe I should go for that Mr. Clean look, too. So she tells me she likes my hair long, in
what she calls romance-cover-model style. But I can't stop thinking about that wind resistance thing, until
she breaks the news to me that ifI shaved my head, I wouldn't look sexy. I'd look like a giant white big
toe."

 P J. cracked up, trying to imagine him without any hair and coming up with an image very similar to what
his wife had described.

 Joe was grinning. "Needless to say, I'm keeping my razor securely locked in the medicine cabinet."

 Harvard heard the melodic burst of P.J.'s laughter and gritted his teeth.

 It wasn't that it sounded as if she were flirting with Joe Cat when she laughed that way. It wasn't that he
was jealous in any way of the special friendship she seemed to have formed with Alpha Squad's captain.
It wasn't even so much that he was having one bitch of a bad day.

 But then she laughed again, and the truth of the matter smacked him square in the face.

 She did sound as if she were flirting with Joe Cat. Harvard was jealous not only of that, but of any kind
of friendship she and the captain had formed, and he couldn't remember ever having had a worse day in
the past year, if not the past few years. Not since that new kid who transferred from SEAL Team One
had panicked during a HALO training op. The cells of his chute hadn't opened right, and he hadn't fully
cut free before pulling the emergency ripcord. That second chute had gotten tangled with the first and
never opened. The kid fell to his death, and Harvard had had to help search for his remains. That had



been one hell of a bad day.

 He knew he should count his blessings. No one had died today. But thinking that way only made him
feel worse. It made him feel guilty on top of feeling lousy.

 He took a short cut to the base, knowing he could run forever today and it wouldn't make him feel any
better. He ran hard and fast, setting a pace he knew would leave the three male finks in the dust.

 He had no doubt that P.J. would keep up. Whenever she ran, she got that same look in her eye he'd
seen in many a determined SEAL candidate who made it through BUD/S to the bitter end. Like them,
she would have to be dead and buried before she would quit. If then.

 It was almost too bad she was a woman. As she'd pointed out to him, she was one of the best shooters
in all of FInCOM. She was good, she was tough, but the fact was, she was a girl. Try as he might, he
couldn't accept that there was a place for females in combat situations. The sooner she got promoted up
and out of the field, the better.

 He ran faster, and as they reached the home stretch, Lucky was cursing him with every step. Bobby and
Wes were complaining in stereo by the time Harvard slowed to a stop. Even Blue and Joe Cat were out
of breath.

 P.J. was trying not to look as if she were gasping for air, but she doubled over, head down, hands on
her knees.

 Harvard backtracked quickly, hoisting her into a more vertical position by the back of her T-shirt. "You
know better than to stick your head down lower than your heart after running like that," he said sharply.

 "Sorry," she gasped.

 "Don't apologize to me," he said harshly. "I'm not the one whose reputation is going to suffer when you
live up to everyone's expectations by blacking out and keeling over like some fainthearted little miss."

 Her eyes sparked. "And I'm not the great, huge, stupid he-man who had to prove some kind of macho
garbage by running the entire team as hard as he possibly could."

 "Believe me, baby, that wasn't even half as hard as I can get." He smiled tightly to make sure she caught
the double entendre, then lowered his voice. "Just say the word, and I'll give you a private
demonstration."

 Her eyes narrowed, her mouth tightened, and he knew he'd gone too far. "What's up with you today?"

 He started to turn away, but she stopped him with a hand on his arm, unmindful of the fact that his skin
was slick with sweat. "Are you all right, Daryl?" she asked quietly. Beneath the flash of anger and
impatience in her eyes, he could see her deep concern.

 He could handle fighting with her. He wanted to fight with her. The soft warmth of her dark brown eyes
only made him feel worse. Now he felt bad, topped with guilt for feeling bad, and he also felt like a
certified fool for lashing out at her.

 Harvard swore softly. "Sorry, Richards, I was way out of line. Just...go away, okay? I'm not fit to be
around today."



 He looked up to find Joe Cat standing behind him. "I'm going to give everyone the rest of the morning
free," the captain told him quietly. "Let's meet at the Quonset hut after lunch."

 Harvard knew Joe was giving them free time because of him. Joe knew Harvard needed a few hours to
clear his head.

 He shouldn't have needed it—he was too experienced, too much of a professional to become a head
case at this stage of his life. But before Harvard could argue, Joe Cat walked away.

 "You want to take a walk?" P.J. asked Harvard.

 He didn't get a chance to answer before she tugged at his arm. "Let's go," she said, gesturing with her
chin toward the path they'd run along. She grabbed several bottles of water from her gym bag and
handed one to him.

 Damn, it was hot. Rivers of perspiration were running down his chest, down his legs, dripping from his
chin, beading on his shoulders and arms. He opened the bottle and took a long drink. "What, you want to
psychoanalyze me, Richards?"

 "Nope. I'm just gonna listen," she said. "That is, if you want to talk."

 "I don't want to talk."

 "Okay," she said matter-of-factly. "Then we'll just walk."

 They walked in silence for an entire mile, then two. But right around the three-mile marker, she took the
boardwalk right-of-way that led to the beach. He followed in silence, watching as she sat in the sand and
began pulling off her sneakers.

 She looked at him. "Wanna go for a swim?"

 "Yeah." He sat next to her and took off his running shoes.

 P.J. pulled off her T-shirt. She was wearing a gray running bra underneath. It covered her far better than
a bathing suit top would have, but the sight of it, the sight of all that smooth, perfect skin reminded him a
hundredfold that he wasn't taking a walk with one of the boys.

 "Look at this," P.J. said. "I can practically wring my shirt out."

 Harvard tried his best to look. He purposely kept his gaze away from the soft mounds of her breasts
outlined beneath the thick grey fabric of her running top. She wasn't overly endowed, not by any means,
but what she had sure was nice.

 Her arms and her stomach glistened with perspiration as she leaned forward to peel off her socks. It
didn't take much imagination to picture her lying naked on his bed, her gleaming black skin set off by the
white cotton of his sheets, replete after hours of lovemaking. He tried to banish the image instantly.
Thinking like that was only going to get him into trouble.

 "Come on," she said, scrambling to her feet. She held out her hand for him, and he took it and let her pull
him up.



 He wanted to hold on to her, to lace their fingers together, but she broke away, running fearlessly
toward the crashing surf. She dove over the breakers, coming up to float on top of the swells beyond.

 Harvard joined her in that place of calm before the breaking ocean. The current was strong, and there
was a serious undertow. But P.J. had proven her swimming skills many times over during the past few
weeks. He didn't doubt her ability to hold her own.

 She pushed her hair out of her face and adjusted her ponytail. "You know, up until last year, I didn't
know how to swim."

 Harvard was glad the water was holding him up, because otherwise, he would have fallen over. "You're
kidding!"

 "I grew up in D.C.," she told him matter-of-factly. "In the inner city. The one time we moved close
enough to the pool at the Y, it was shut down for repairs for eight months. By the time it opened again,
we were gone." She smiled. "When I was really little, I used to pretend to swim in the bathtub."

 "Your mother and father never took you to the beach in the summer to stay cool?"

 P.J. laughed as if something he'd said was extremely funny. "No, I never even saw the ocean until I went
on a class trip to Delaware in high school. I meant to take swimming lessons in college, but I never got
around to it. Then I got assigned to this job. I figured if I were going to be working with Navy SEALs,
it'd be a good idea if I knew how to swim. I was right."

 "I learned to swim when I was six," Harvard told her. "It was the summer I..."

 She waited, and when he didn't go on, she asked, "The summer you what?"

 He shook his head.

 But she didn't let it go. "The summer you decided you were going to join the Navy and become a
SEAL," she guessed.

 The water felt good against his hot skin. Harvard let himself float. "No, I was certain right up until the
time I finished college that I was going to be an English lit professor, just like my old man."

 "Really?"

 "Yeah."

 She squinted at him. "I'm trying to picture you with glasses and one of those jackets with the suede
patches on the elbows and maybe even a pipe." She laughed. "Somehow I can't manage to erase the
M-16 that's kind of permanently hanging over your shoulder, and the combination is making for quite an
interesting image."

 "Yeah, yeah." Harvard treaded water lazily. "Laugh at me all you want. Chicks dig guys who can recite
Shakespeare. And who knows? I might decide to get my teaching degree some day."

 "The M-16 will certainly keep your class in line."



 Harvard laughed.

 "We're getting off the subject here," P.J. said. "You learned to swim when you were six and it was the
summer you also made your first million playing the stock market? No," she answered her own question,
"if you had a million dollars gathering interest from the time you were six, you wouldn't be here now.
You'd be out on your yacht, commanding your own private navy. Let's see, it must've been the summer
you got your first dog."

 "Nope."

 "Hmm. The summer you had your first date?"

 Harvard laughed. "I was six."

 She grinned at him. "You seem the precocious type."

 They'd come a long way, Harvard realized. Even though there was still a magnetic field of sexual tension
surrounding them, even though he still didn't want her in the CSF team and she damn well knew it, they'd
managed to work around those issues and somehow become friends.

 He liked this girl. And he liked talking to her. He would've liked going to bed with her even more, but he
knew women well enough to recognize that when this one shied away from him, she wasn't just playing
some game. As far as P.J. Richards was concerned, no didn't mean try a little harder. No meant no. And
until that no became a very definite yes, he was going to have to be content with talking.

 But Harvard liked to talk. He liked to debate. He enjoyed philosophizing. He was good with words,
good at verbal sparring. And who could know? Maybe if he talked to P.J. for long enough, he'd end up
saying something that would start breaking through her defences. Maybe he'd begin the process that
would magically change that no to a yes.

 "It was the summer you first—"

 "It was the summer my family moved to our house in Hingham," Harvard interrupted. "My mother
decided that if we were going to live a block away from the ocean, we all had to learn to swim."

 P.J. was silent. "Was that the same house your parents are moving out of today?" she finally asked.

 He froze. "Where did you hear about that?"

 She glanced at him. "Joe Cat told me."

 P.J. had been talking to Joe Cat about him. Harvard didn't know whether to feel happy or annoyed.
He'd be happy to know she'd been asking questions about him. But he'd be annoyed as hell if he found
out that Joe had been attempting to play matchmaker.

 "What, the captain just came over to you and said, guess what? Hot news flash-Harvard's mom and pop
are moving today?"

 "No," she said evenly. "He told me because I asked him if he knew what had caused the great big bug to
crawl up your pants."



 She pushed herself forward to catch a wave before it broke and body surfed to shore like a
professional—as if she'd been doing it all of her life.

 She'd asked Joe. Harvard followed her out of the water feeling foolishly pleased. "It's no big deal—the
fact that they're moving, I mean. I'm just being a baby about it."

 P.J. sat in the sand, leaned back against her elbows and stretched her legs out in front of her. "Your
parents lived in the same house for, what? Thirty years?"

 "Just about." Harvard sat next to her. He stared at the ocean in an attempt to keep from staring at her
legs. Damn, she had nice legs. It was impossible not to look, but he told himself that was okay, because
he was making damn sure he didn't touch. Still, he wanted to.

 "You're not being a baby. It is a big deal," she told him. "You're allowed to have it be a big deal, you
know."

 He met her eyes, and she nodded. "You are allowed," she said again.

 She was so serious. She looked as if she were prepared to go into mortal combat over the fact that he
had the right to feel confused and upset over his parents' move. He felt his mouth start to curve into a
smile, and she smiled, too. The connection between them sparked and jumped into high gear. Damn.
When they had sex, it was going to be great. It was going to be beyond great.

 But it wasn't going to be today. If he were smart he'd rein in those wayward thoughts, keep himself from
getting too overheated.

 "It's just so stupid," he admitted. "But I've started having these dreams where suddenly I'm ten years old
again, and I'm walking home from school and I get home and the front door's locked. So I ring the bell
and this strange lady comes to the screen. She tells me my family has moved, but she doesn't know
where. And she won't let me in, and I just feel so lost, as if everything I've ever counted on is gone and...
It's stupid," he said again. "I haven't actually lived in that house for years. And I know where my parents
are going. I have the address. I already have their new phone number. I don't know why this whole thing
should freak me out this way."

 He lay back in the sand, staring at the hazy sky.

 "This opportunity is going to be so good for my father," he continued. "I just wish I could have taken the
time to go up there, help them out with the logistics."

 "Where exactly are they moving?" P.J. asked.

 "Phoenix, Arizona."

 "No ocean view there."

 He turned to face her, propping his head on one hand. "That shouldn't matter. I'm the one who liked the
ocean view, and I don't live with them anymore."

 "Where do you live?" she asked.

 Harvard couldn't answer that without consideration. "I have a furnished apartment here in Virginia."



 "That's just temporary housing. Where do you keep your stuff?"

 "What stuff?"

 "Your bed. Your kitchen table. Your stamp collection. I don't know, your stuff."

 He lay down, shaking his head. "I don't have a bed or a kitchen table. And I used the last stamp I
bought to send a letter to my little sister at Boston University."

 "How about your books?" P.J. ventured. "Where do you keep your books?"

 "In a climate-controlled self-storage unit in Coronado, California." He laughed and closed his eyes.
"Damn, I'm pathetic, aren't I? Maybe I should get a sign for the door saying Home Sweet Home."

 "Are you sure you ever really moved out of your parents' house?" she asked.

 "Maybe not," he admitted, his eyes still closed. "But if that's the case, I guess I'm moving out today,
huh?"

 P.J. hugged her legs to her chest as she sat on the beach next to the Alpha Squad's Senior Chief.

 "Maybe that's why I feel so bad," he mused. "It's a symbolic end to my childhood." He glanced at her,
amusement lighting his eyes. "Which I suppose had to happen sooner or later, considering that in four
years I'll be forty."

 Harvard Becker was an incredibly beautiful-looking man. His body couldn't have been more perfect if
some artisan had taken a chisel to stone and sculpted it. But it was his eyes that continued to keep P.J.
up at night. So much was hidden in their liquid brown depths.

 It had been a bold move on her part to suggest they go off alone to walk. With anyone else, she
wouldn't have thought twice about it. But with everyone else, the boundaries of friendship weren't so hard
to define.

 When it came to this man, P.J. was tempted to break her own rules. And that was a brand new feeling
for her. A dangerous feeling. She hugged her knees a little tighter.

 "There was a lot wrong with that house in Hingham," Harvard told her. "The roof leaked in the kitchen.
No matter how many times we tried to fix it, as soon as it stormed, we'd need to get out that old bucket
and put it under that drip. The pipes rattled, and the windows were draughty, and my sisters were always
tying up the telephone. My mother's solution to any problem was to serve up a hearty meal, and my old
man was so immersed in Shakespeare most of the time he didn't know which century it was."

 He was trying to make jokes, trying to bring himself out of the funk he'd been in, trying to pretend it
didn't matter.

 "I couldn't wait to move out, you know, to go away to school," he said.

 He was trying to make it hurt less by belittling his memories. And there was no way she was going to sit
by and listen quietly while he did that.



 "You know that dream you've been having?" she asked. "The one where you get home from school and
your parents are gone?"

 He nodded.

 "Well, it didn't happen to me exactly like that," she told him. "But one day I came home from school and
I found all our furniture out on the sidewalk. We'd been evicted, and my mother was gone. She'd
vanished. She'd dealt with the bad news not by trying to hustle down a new apartment, but by going out
on a binge."

 He pushed himself into a sitting position. "My God..."

 "I was twelve years old," P.J. said. "My grandmother had died about three months before that, and it
was just me and Cheri—my mom. I don't know what Cheri did with the rent money, but I can certainly
guess. I remember that day like it was yesterday. I had to beg our neighbours to hold onto some of that
furniture for us—the stuff that wasn't already broken or stolen. I had to pick and choose which of the
clothing we could take and which we'd have to leave behind. I couldn't carry any of my books or toys or
stuffed animals, and no one had any room to store a box of my old junk, so I put 'em in an alley, hoping
they'd still be there by the time I found us another place to live." She shot him a look. "It rained that night,
and I never even bothered to go back. I knew the things in that box were ruined. I guess I figured I didn't
have much use for toys anymore, anyway."

 She took a deep breath. "But that afternoon, I loaded up all that I could carry of our clothes in shopping
bags and I went looking for my mother. You see, I needed to find her in order to get a bed in the shelter
that night. If I tried to go on my own, I'd be taken in and made a ward of the state. And as bad as things
were with Cheri, I was afraid that would be even worse."

 Harvard swore softly.

 "I'm not giving you the 411 to make you feel worse." She held his gaze, hoping he would understand.
"I'm just trying to show you how really lucky you were, Daryl. How lucky you are. Your past is solid.
You should celebrate it and let it make you stronger."

 "Your mother..."

 "Was an addict since before I can remember," P.J. told him flatly. "And don't even ask about my father.
I'm not sure my mother knew who he was. Cheri was fourteen when she had me. And her mother was
sixteen when she had her. I did the math and figured out if I followed in my family's hallowed tradition, I'd
be nursing a baby of my own by the time I was twelve. That's the childhoodI climbed out of. I escaped,
but just barely." She raised her chin. "But if there's one thing I got from Cheri, it's a solid grounding in
reality. I am where I am today because I looked around and I said no way. So in a sense, I celebrate my
past, too. But the party in my head's not quite as joyful as the one you should be having."

 "Damn," Harvard said. "Compared to you, I grew up in paradise." He swore. "Now I really feel like
some kind of pouting child."

 P.J. looked at the ocean stretching all the way to the horizon. She loved knowing that it kept going and
going and going, way past the point where the earth curved and she couldn't see it anymore.

 "I've begun to think of you as a friend," she told Harvard. She turned to look at him, gazing directly into
his eyes. "So I have to warn you—I only have guilt-free friendships. You can't take anything I've told you



and use it to invalidate your own bad stuff. I mean, everyone's got their own luggage, right? And friends
shouldn't set their personal suitcase down next to someone else's, size them both up and say, hey, mine's
not as big as yours, or hey, mine's bigger and fancier so yours doesn't count." She smiled. "I'll tell you
right now, Senior Chief, I travel with an old refrigerator box, and it's packed solid. Just don't knock it
over, and I'll be all right. Yours, on the other hand, is very classy Masonite. But your parents' move made
the lock break, and now you've got to tidy everything up before you can get it fixed and sealed up tight
again."

 Harvard nodded, smiling at her. "That's a very poetic way of telling me don't bother to stage a pissing
contest, 'cause you'd win, hands down."

 "That's right. But I'm also telling you don't jam yourself up because you feel sad about your parents
leaving your hometown," P.J. said. "It makes perfect sense that you'll miss that house you grew up
in—that house you've gone home to for the past thirty years. There's nothing wrong with feeling sad
about that. But I'm also saying that even though you feel sad, you should also feel happy. Just
think—you've had that place to call home and those people to make it a good, happy home for all these
years. You've got memories, good memories you'll always be able to look back on and take comfort
from. You know what having a home means, while most of the rest of the people in the world are just
floating around, upside down, not even knowing what they're missing but missing it just the same."

 He was silent, so she kept going. She couldn't remember the last time she'd talked so much. But this
man, this new friend with the whiskey-coloured eyes, who made her feel like cheating the rules—he was
worth the effort.

 "You can choose to have a house and a family someday, kids, the whole nine yards, like your parents
did," she told him. "Or you can hang on to those memories you carry in your heart. That way, you can go
back to that home you had, wherever you are, whenever you want."

 There. She'd said everything she wanted to say to him. But he was so quiet, she began to wonder if
she'd gone too far. She was the queen of dysfunctional families. What did she know about normal? What
right did she have to tell him her view of the world with such authority in her voice?

 He cleared his throat. "So where do you live now, P.J.?"

 She liked it when Harvard called her P.J. instead of Richards. It shouldn't have mattered, but it did. She
liked the chill she got up her spine from the heat she could sometimes see simmering in his eyes. And she
especially liked knowing he respected her enough to hold back. He wanted her. His attraction was
powerful, but he respected her enough to not keep hammering her with come-on lines and thinly veiled
innuendos. Yeah, she liked that a lot.

 "I have an apartment in D.C., but I'm hardly ever there."

 She picked up a handful of sand and let it sift through her fingers. "See, I'm one of the floaters. I still
haven't unpacked most of my boxes from college. I haven't even bought furniture for the place, although I
do have a bed and a kitchen table." She shot him a rueful smile. "I don't need extensive therapy to know
that my nesting instincts are busted, big-time. I figure it's a holdover from when I was a kid. I learned not
to get attached to any one place because sooner or later the landlord would be kicking us out and we'd
be living somewhere else."

 "If you could live anywhere in the world," he asked, "where would you live?"



 "Doesn't matter where, as long as it's not in the middle of a city," P.J. answered without hesitation.
"Some cute little house with a little yard—doesn't have to be big. It just has to have some land. Enough
for a flower garden. I've never lived anywhere long enough to let a garden grow," she added wistfully.

 Harvard was struck by the picture she made sitting there. She'd just run eight miles at a speed that had
his men cursing, then walked three miles more. She was sandy, she was sticky from salt and sweat, her
hair was less than perfect, her makeup long since gone. She was tough, she was driven, she was used to
not just getting by but getting ahead in a man's world, and despite all that, she was sweetly sentimental as
all get out.

 She turned to meet his gaze, and as if she could somehow read his mind, she laughed. "God, I sound like
a sap." Her eyes narrowed. "If you tell anyone what I said, you're a dead man."

 "What, that you like flowers? Since when is that late-breaking piece of news something you need to
keep hidden from the world?"

 Something shifted in her eyes. "You can like flowers," she told him. "You can read Jane Austen in the
mess hall at lunch. You can drink iced tea instead of whiskey shots with beer chasers. You can do what
you want. But if I'm caught acting like a woman, if I wear soft, lacy underwear instead of the kind made
from fifty percent cotton and fifty percent sandpaper, I get looked at funny. People start to wonder if I'm
capable of doing my job."

 Harvard tried to make her smile. "Personally, I stay away from the lacy underwear myself."

 "Yeah, but you could wear silk boxers, and your men would think, 'Gee, the Senior Chief is really cool.'
I wear silk, and those same men start thinking with a nonbrain part of their anatomy."

 "That's human nature," he argued. "That's because you're a beautiful woman and—"

 "You know, it always comes down to sex," P.J. told him crossly. "Always. You can't put men and
women in a room together without something happening. And I'm not saying it's entirely the men's fault,
although men can be total dogs. Do you know that I had to start fighting off my mother's boyfriends back
when I was ten? Ten. They'd come over, get high with her, and then when she passed out, they'd start
sniffing around my bedroom door. My grandmother was alive then, and she'd give 'em a piece of her
mind, chase 'em out of the house. But after she died, when I was twelve, I was on my own. I grew up
fast, I'll tell you that much."

 When Harvard was twelve, he'd had a paper route. The toughest thing he'd had to deal with was getting
up early every morning to deliver those papers. And the Doberman on the corner of Parker and
Reingold. That mean old dog had been a problem for about a week or two. But in time, Harvard had
gotten used to the early mornings, and he'd made friends with the Doberman.

 Somehow he doubted P.J. had had equally easy solutions to her problems.

 She gazed at the ocean, the wind moving a stray curl across her face. She didn't seem to feel it, or if she
did, she didn't care enough to push it away.

 He tried to picture her at twelve years old. She must've been tiny. Hell, she was tiny now. It wouldn't
have taken much of a man to overpower her and—

 The thought made him sick. But he had to know. He had to ask. "Did you ever... Did they ever..."



 She turned to look at him, and he couldn't find any immediate answers in the bottomless darkness of her
eyes.

 "There was one," she said softly, staring at the ocean. "He didn't back off when I threatened to call my
uncle. Of course, I didn't really have any uncle. It's possible he knew that. Or maybe he was just too
stoned to care. I had to go out the window to get away from him—only in my panic, I went out the
wrong window. I went out the one without the fire escape. Once I was out there, I couldn't go back. I
went onto the ledge and I just stood there, sixteen stories up, scared out of my mind, staring at those little
toy cars on the street, knowing if I slipped, I'd be dead, but certain if I went back inside I'd be as good
as dead." She looked at Harvard. "I honestly think I would've jumped before I would've let him touch
me."

 Harvard believed her. This man, whoever he'd been, may not have hurt P.J. physically, but he'd done
one hell of a job on her emotionally and psychologically.

 He had to clear his throat before he could speak. "I don't suppose you remember this son of a bitch's
name?" he asked.

 "Ron something. I don't think I ever knew his last name."

 He nodded. "Too bad."

 "Why?"

 Harvard shrugged. "Nothing important. I was just thinking it might make me feel a little better to hunt him
down and kick the hell out of him."

 P.J. laughed—a shaky burst of air that was part humour and part surprise. "But he didn't hurt me, Daryl.
I took care of myself and... I was okay."

 "Were you?" Harvard reached out for her. He knew he shouldn't. He knew that just touching her lightly
under the chin to turn her to face him would be too much. He knew her skin would be sinfully soft
beneath his fingers, and he knew that once he touched her, he wouldn't want to let go. But he wanted to
look into her eyes, so he did. "Tell me this—are you still afraid of heights?"

 She didn't need to answer. He saw the shock of the truth in her eyes before she pulled away. She stood
up, moved toward the water, stopping on the edge of the beach, letting the waves wash over her feet.

 Harvard followed, waiting for her to look at him again.

 P.J.'s head was spinning. Afraid of heights? Terrified was more like it.

 She couldn't believe he'd figured that out. She couldn't believe she'd told him enough to give herself
away. Steeling herself, she looked at him. "I can handle heights, Senior Chief. It's not a problem."

 She could tell from the look on his face he didn't believe her.

 "It's not a problem," she said again.

 Damn. She'd told him too much.



 It was one thing to joke around about her dream house. But telling him about her problem with heights
was going way too far.

 It would do her absolutely no good to let this man know her weaknesses. She had to have absolutely no
vulnerabilities to coexist in his macho world. She could not be afraid of heights. She would not be. She
could handle it—but not if he made it into an issue.

 P.J. rinsed her hands in the ocean. "We better get back if we want to have any lunch."

 But Harvard blocked the way to where her sneakers and T-shirt were lying on the sand. "Thanks for
taking the time to talk to me," he said.

 She nodded, still afraid to meet his eyes. "Yeah, I'm glad we're friends."

 "It's nice to be able to talk to someone in confidence—and know you don't have to worry about other
people finding out all your deep, dark secrets," Harvard told her.

 P.J. did look at him then, but he'd already turned away.

 Chapter 8

 "Man, it's quiet around here today," Harvard said as he came into the decaying Quonset hut that housed
Alpha Squad's office.

 Lucky was the only one around, and he looked up from one of the computers. "Hey, H.," he said with a
cheerful smile. "Where've you been?"

 "There was a meeting with the base commander that I absolutely couldn't miss." Harvard rolled his eyes.
"It was vital that I go with the captain to listen to more complaints about having the squad temporarily
stationed here. This base is regular Navy, and SEALs don't follow rules. We don't salute enough. We
drive too fast. We make too much noise at the firing range. We don't cut our hair." He slid his hand over
his cleanly shaved head. "Or we cut our hair too short I tell you, there's no pleasing some folks. Every
week it's the same, and every week we sit there, and I take notes, and the captain nods seriously and
explains that the noise at the firing range occurs when we discharge our weapons and he's sorry for the
inconvenience, but one of the reasons Alpha Squad has the success record it does is that each and every
one of us takes target practice each day, every day, and that's not going to change. And then the supply
officer steps forward and informs us that the next time we want another box of pencils, we've got to get
'em from Office Max. We appear to have used up our allotted supply." He shook his head. "We got
lectured on that for ten minutes."

 "Ten minutes? On pencils?"

 Harvard grinned. "That's right." He turned toward his office. "Joe's right behind me. He should be back
soon—unless he gets cornered into sticking around for lunch."

 Lucky made a face. "Poor Cat."

 "This is what you have to look forward to, O'Donlon," Harvard said with another grin. "It's only a matter
of time before you make an oh-six pay grade and get your own command. And then you'll be rationing
pencils, too." He laughed "It's not just a job—it's an adventure."



 "Gee, thanks, H. I'm all aquiver with anticipation."

 Harvard pushed open his office door. "Do me a favour and dial the captain's pager number. Give him an
emergency code. Let's get him out of there."

 Lucky picked up the phone and quickly punched in a series of numbers. He dropped the receiver into
the cradle with a clatter.

 "So where's everyone this afternoon?" Harvard called as he took off his jacket and hung it over the chair
at his desk. "I stopped by the classroom on my way over, but it was empty. They're not all still at lunch,
are they?"

 "No, they're at the airfield. I'm heading over there myself in about ten minutes." Lucky raised his voice to
be heard through the open door.

 Harvard stopped rifling through the files on his desk. "They're where?"

 "At the field. It's jump day," Lucky told him.

 "Today?" Harvard moved to the door to stare at the younger SEAL. "No way. That wasn't scheduled
until next week."

 "Yeah, everything got shifted around, remember? We had to move the jump up a full week."

 Harvard shook his head. "No. No, I don't remember that."

 Lucky swore. "It must've been the day you went to Boston. Yeah, I remember you weren't around, so
Wes took care of it. He said he wrote a memo about it. He said he left it on your desk."

 Harvard's desk was piled high with files and papers, but he knew exactly what was in each file and
where each file was in each pile. It may have looked disorganized, but it wasn't. He'd cleared his In
basket at least ten times since he'd taken that day of personal leave. He'd caught up on everything he'd
missed. There was no memo from Wesley Skelly on that desk.

 Or was there?

 Underneath the coffee mug with a broken handle that held his pens and some of those very pencils the
base supply officer had been in a snit about, Harvard could see a flash of yellow paper. He lifted the mug
and turned the scrap of paper over.

 This was it.

 Wes had written an official memo on the inside of an M&M's wrapper. It was documentation of the
rescheduled jump date, scribbled in barely legible pencil.

 "I'm going to kill him," Harvard said calmly. "I'm going to find him, and I'm going to kill him."

 "You don't have to look far to find him," Lucky said. "He's with the finks in the classroom at the main
hangar. He's helping Blue teach 'em the basics of skydiving."



 Harvard shook his head. "If I'd known the jump was today, I would've made arrangements to skip this
morning's meeting. I wanted to be here to make it clear to the finks that participating in this exercise is
optional." He looked sharply at O'Donlon. "Were you there when Blue gave his speech? Do they
understand they don't have to do this?"

 Lucky shrugged. "Yeah. They're all up for it, though. It's no big deal."

 But it was a big deal. Harvard knew that for P.J. it had to be a very, very big deal.

 When he'd figured out yesterday that she was afraid of heights, he'd known about the skydiving jump,
but he'd thought it was a week away. If he'd known otherwise, he would've warned her then and there.
He could've told her that choosing not to participate didn't matter one bit in the big picture.

 The purpose of the exercise was not to teach the finks to be expert sky divers. There was no way they
could do that with only one day and only one jump. When they'd set up the program, the captain had
thought a lesson in skydiving would give the agents perspective on the kind of skills the SEALs needed to
succeed as a counterterrorist team.

 It was supposed to underscore the message of the entire program—let the SEALs do what they do best
without outside interference.

 Harvard looked at his watch. It was just past noon. "O'Donlon, is the jump still scheduled for
thirteen-thirty?"

 "It is," Lucky told him. "I'm going over to help out. You know me, I never turn down an opportunity to
jump."

 Harvard took a deep breath. More than an hour. Good. He still had time. He could relax and take this
calmly. He could change out of this blasted dress uniform instead of screaming over to the airfield in a
panic.

 The phone rang. It had to be Joe Cat, answering his page.

 Harvard picked it up. "Rescue squad."

 Joe covered a laugh by coughing. "Sit rep, please." The captain was using his officer's voice, and
Harvard knew that wherever he was, he wasn't alone.

 "We're having a severe pencil shortage, Captain," Harvard said rapidly, in his best imitation of a
battle-stressed officer straight from Hollywood's Central Casting. "I think you better get down here right
away to take care of it."

 Joe coughed again, longer and louder this time. "I see."

 "So sorry to interrupt your lunch, sir, but the men are in tears. I'm sure the commander will understand."

 Joe's voice sounded strangled. "I appreciate your calling."

 "Of course, if you'd prefer to stay and dine with the—"

 "No, no. No, I'm on my way. Thank you very much, Senior Chief."



 "I love you, too, Captain," Harvard said and hung up the phone.

 Lucky was on the floor, laughing. Harvard nudged him with his toe and spoke in his regular voice. "I'm
changing out of this ice-cream suit. Don't you dare leave for the airfield without me."

  

 The half of a chicken-salad sandwich P.J. had forced down during lunch was rolling in her stomach.

 Lieutenant Blue McCoy stood in front of the group of SEALs and FInCOM agents, briefing them on the
afternoon's exercise.

 P.J. tried to pay attention as he recited the name of the aircraft that would take them to an altitude from
which they'd jump out of the plane.

 Jump out of the plane.

 P.J. took a deep breath. She could do this. She knew she could do this. She was going to hate it, but
just like going to the dentist, time would keep ticking, and the entire ordeal would eventually be over and
done with.

 "We'll be going out of the aircraft in teams of two," Blue said in his thick Southern drawl. "You will stay
with your jump buddy for the course of the exercise. If you become separated during landing, you must
find each other immediately upon disposing of your chute. Remember, we'll be timing you from the
moment you step out of that plane to the moment you check in at the assigned extraction point. If you
reach the extraction point without your partner, you're automatically disqualified. Does everyone
understand?"

 P.J. nodded. Her mouth was too dry to murmur a reply.

 The door opened at the back of the room, and Blue paused and smiled a greeting. "About time you boys
got here."

 P.J. turned to see Harvard closing the door behind him. He was wearing camouflage pants tucked
securely into black boots and a snugly fitting dark green T-shirt. He was looking directly at her from
under the brim of his cap. He nodded just once, then turned his attention to McCoy.

 "Sorry to interrupt," he said. It wasn't until he moved toward the front of the room that P.J. noticed
Lucky had been standing beside him. "Have you worked up the teams yet, Lieutenant?"

 Blue nodded. "I have the list right here, Senior Chief."

 "Mind doing some quick revising so I can get in on the action?"

 "'Course not," Blue replied. He looked at the room. "Why don't y'all take a five-minute break?"

 P.J. wasn't the only one in the room who was nervous. Greg Greene went to the men's room for the
fourth time in half an hour. The other men stood and stretched their legs. She sat there, wishing she could
close her eyes and go to sleep, wishing that when she woke up it would be tomorrow morning and this
day would be behind her, most of all wishing Harvard had given her some kind of warning that today's



challenge would involve jumping out of an airplane thousands of feet above the earth.

 As she watched, Harvard leaned against the table to look at the list. He supported himself with his arms,
and his muscles stood out in sharp relief. For once, she let herself look at him, hoping for a little
distraction.

 The man was sheer perfection. And speaking of distractions, his shirt wasn't the only thing that fit him
snugly. His camouflage pants hugged the curve of his rear end sinfully well. Why on earth anyone would
want to camouflage that piece of art was beyond her.

 He was deep in discussion with Blue, then both men paused to glance at her, and she quickly looked
away. What was Harvard telling the lieutenant? It was clear they were talking about her. Was Harvard
telling McCoy all she'd let slip yesterday at the beach? Were they considering the possibility that she
might freeze with fear and end up putting more than just herself in danger? Were they going to refuse to
let her make the jump?

 She glanced at them, and Harvard was still watching her, no doubt taking in the cold sweat that was
dampening her shirt and beading on her upper lip. She knew she could keep her fear from showing in her
eyes and on her face, but she couldn't keep from perspiring, and she couldn't stop her heart from
pounding and causing her hands to shake.

 She was scared to death, but she was damned if she was going to let anyone tell her she couldn't make
this jump.

 As she watched, Harvard spoke again to Blue. Blue nodded, took out a pen and began writing on the
paper.

 Harvard came down the centre aisle and paused next to her chair.

 "You okay?" he asked quietly enough so that no one else could hear.

 She was unable to hold his gaze. He was close enough to smell her fear and to see that she was, in fact,
anything but okay. She didn't bother to lie. "I can do this."

 "You don't have to."

 "Yes, I do. It's part of this program."

 "This jump is optional."

 "Not for me, it's not."

 He was silent for a moment. "There's nothing I can say to talk you out of this, is there?"

 P.J. met his gaze. "No, Senior Chief, there's not."

 He nodded. "I didn't think so." He gave her another long look, then moved to the back of the room.

 P.J. closed her eyes, drawing in a deep breath. She wanted to get this over with. The waiting was killing
her.



 "Okay," Blue said. "Listen up. Here're the teams. Schneider's with Greene, Farber's with me. Bobby's
with Wes, and Crash is with Lucky. Richards, you're with Senior Chief Becker."

 P.J. turned to look at Harvard. He was gazing at her, and she knew this was his doing. If he couldn't talk
her out of the jump, he was going to go with her, to baby-sit her on the way down.

 "Out in the other room, you'll find a jumpsuit, a helmet and a belt pack with various supplies," Blue
continued. "Including a length of rope."

 Farber raised his hand. "What's the rope for?"

 Blue smiled. "Just one of those things that might come in handy," he said. "Any other questions?"

 The room was silent.

 "Let's get our gear and get to the plane," Blue said.

 Harvard sat next to P.J. and fastened his seat belt as the plane carrying the team went wheels up.

 Sure enough, P.J. was a white-knuckle flyer. She clung to the armrests as if they were her only salvation.
But her head was against the seat, and her eyes were closed. To the casual observer, she was totally
relaxed and calm.

 She'd glanced at him briefly as he sat down, then went back to studying the insides of her eyelids.

 Harvard took the opportunity to look at her. She was pretty, but he'd had his share of pretty women
before, many of them much more exotic-looking than P.J.

 It was funny. He was used to gorgeous women throwing themselves at his feet, delivering themselves up
to him like some gourmet meal on a silver platter. They were always the ones in pursuit. All he'd ever had
to do was sit back and wait for them to approach him.

 But P.J. was different. With P.J., he was clearly the one doing the chasing. And every time he moved
closer, she backed away.

 It was annoying—and as intriguing as hell.

 As the transport plane finally levelled off, she opened her eyes and looked at him.

 "You want to review the jump procedure again?" he asked her quietly.

 She shook her head. "There's not much to remember. I lift my feet and jump out of the plane. The static
line opens the chute automatically."

 "If your chute tangles or doesn't open right," Harvard reminded her, "if something goes wrong, break
free and make sure you're totally clear before you pull the second rip cord. And when you land—"

 "We went over all this in the classroom," P.J. interrupted. "I know how to land."

 "Talking about it isn't the same as doing it."



 She lowered her voice. "Daryl, I don't need you holding my hand."

 Daryl. She'd called him Daryl again. She'd called him that yesterday, too. He lowered his voice. "Aren't
you just even a little bit glad I'm here?"

 "No." She held his gaze steadily. "Not when I know the only reason you're here is you don't think I can
do this on my own."

 Harvard shifted in his seat to face her. "But that's what working in a team is all about. You don't have to
do it on your own. You've got an issue with this particular exercise. That's cool. We can do a buddy
jump—double harness, single chute. I'll do most of the work—I'll get us to the ground. You just have to
close your eyes and hold on."

 "No. Thank you, but no. A woman in this business can't afford to have it look as if she needs help," she
told him.

 He shook his head impatiently. "This isn't about being a woman. This is about being human. Everybody's
got something they can't do as easily or as comfortably as the next man—person. So you've got a
problem with heights—"

 "Shh," she said, looking around to see if anyone was listening. No one was.

 "When you're working in a team," Harvard continued, speaking more softly, "it doesn't do anybody any
good for you to conceal your weaknesses. I sure as hell haven't kept mine hidden."

 P.J.'s eyes widened slightly. "You don't expect me to believe—"

 "Everybody's got something," he said again. "When you have to, you work through it, you ignore it, you
suck it up and get the job done. But if you've got a team of seven or eight men and you need two men to
scale the outside of a twenty-story building and set up recon on the roof, you pick the two guys who are
most comfortable with climbing instead of the two who can do the job but have to expend a lot of energy
focusing on not looking down. Of course, it's not always so simple. There are lots of other things to
factor in in any given situation."

 "So what's yours?" P.J. asked. "What's your weakness?" From the tone of her voice and the disbelief in
her eyes, she clearly didn't think he had one.

 Harvard had to smile. "Why don't you ask Wes or O'Donlon? Or Blue?" He leaned past P.J. and called
to the other men, "Hey, Skelly. Hey, Bob. What do I hate more than anything?"

 "Idiots," Wes supplied.

 "Idiots with rank," Bobby added.

 "Being put on hold, traffic jams and cold coffee," Lucky listed.

 "No, no, no," Harvard said. "I mean, yeah, you're right, but I'm talking about the teams. What gives me
the cold sweats when we're out on an op in the real world?"

 "SDVs," Blue said without hesitation. At P.J.'s questioning look, he explained. "Swimmer Delivery
Vehicles. We sometimes use one when a team is being deployed from a nuclear sub. It's like a miniature



submarine. Harvard pretty much despises them."

 "Getting into one is kind of like climbing into a coffin," Harvard told her. "That image has never sat really
well with me."

 "The Senior Chief doesn't do too well in tight places," Lucky said.

 "I'm slightly claustrophobic," Harvard admitted,

 "Locking out of a sub through the escape trunk with him is also a barrel of laughs," Wes said with a
snort. "We all climb from the sub into this little chamber—and I mean little, right, H.?"

 Harvard nodded. "Very little."

 "And we stand there, packed together like clowns in a Volkswagen, and the room slowly fills with
water," Wes continued. "Anyone who's even a little bit funny about space tends to do some serious teeth
grinding."

 "We just put Harvard in the middle," Blue told P.J., "and let him close his eyes. When it's time to get
going, when the outer lock finally opens, whoever's next to him gives him a little push—"

 "Or grabs his belt and hauls him along if his meditation mumbo jumbo worked a little too well," Wes
added.

 "Some people are so claustrophobic they're bothered by the sensation of water surrounding them, and
they have trouble scuba diving," Harvard told her. "But I don't have that issue. Once I'm in the water, I'm
okay. As long as I can move my arms, I'm fine. But if I'm in tight quarters with the walls pressing in on
me..." He shook his head. "I really don't like the sensation of having my arms pinned or trapped against
my body. When that happens, I get a little tense."

 Lucky snickered. "A little? Remember that time—"

 "We don't need to go into that, thank you very much," Harvard interrupted. "Let's just say, I don't do
much spelunking in my spare time."

 P.J. laughed. "I never would have thought," she said. "I mean, you come across as Superman's bigger
brother."

 He smiled into her eyes. "Even old Supe had to deal with kryptonite."

 "Ten minutes," Wes announced, and the mood in the plane instantly changed. The men of Alpha Squad
all became professionals, readying and double-checking the gear.

 Harvard could feel P.J. tighten. Her smile faded as she braced herself.

 He leaned toward her, lowering his voice so no one else could hear. "It's not too late to back out."

 "Yes, it is."

 "How often does your job require you to sky dive?" he argued. "Never. This is a fluke—"



 "Not never," she corrected him. "Once. At least once. This once. I can do this. I know I can. Tell me,
how many times have you had to lock out of a sub?"

 "Too many times."

 Somehow she managed a smile. "I only have to do this once."

 "Okay, you're determined to jump. I can understand why you want to do it. But let's at least make this a
single-chute buddy jump—"

 "No." P.J. took a deep breath. "I know you want to help. But even though you think that might help me
in the short term, I know it'll harm me in the long run. I don't want people looking at me and thinking,
'She didn't have the guts to do it alone.' Hell, I don't want you looking at me and thinking that."

 "I won't—"

 "Yes, you will. You already think that. Just because I'm a woman, you think I'm not as strong, not as
capable. You think I need to be protected." Her eyes sparked. "Greg Greene's sitting over there looking
like he's about to have a heart attack. But you're not trying to talk him out of making this jump."

 Harvard couldn't deny that.

 "I'm making this jump alone," P.J. told him firmly, despite the fact that her hands were shaking. "And
since we're being timed for this exercise, do me a favour. Once we hit the ground, try to keep up."

 P.J. couldn't look down.

 She stared at the chute instead, at the pure white of the fabric against the piercing blueness of the sky.

 She was moving toward the ground faster than she'd imagined.

 She knew she had to look down to pinpoint the landing zone—the LZ—and to mark in her mind the
spot where Harvard hit the ground. She had little doubt he would come within a few dozen yards of the
LZ, despite the strong wind coming from the west.

 Her stomach churned, and she felt green with nausea and dizziness as she gritted her teeth and forced
herself to watch the little toy fields and trees beneath her.

 It took countless dizzying minutes—far longer than she would have thought—for her to locate the open
area that had been marked as their targeted landing zone. And it had been marked. There was a huge
bull's-eye blazed in white on the brownish green of the cut grass in the field. It was ludicrously blatant,
and despite that, it had been absorbed by the pattern of fields and woods, and she nearly hadn't seen it.

 What would it be like to try to find an unmarked target? When the SEALs went on missions, their
landing areas weren't marked. And they nearly always made their jumps at night. What would it be like to
be up here in the darkness, floating down into hostile territory, vulnerable and exposed?

 She felt vulnerable enough as it was, and no one on the ground wanted to kill her.

 The parachute was impossible for her to control. P.J. attempted to steer for the bull's-eye, but her arms
felt boneless, and the wind was determined to send her to another field across the road.



 The trees were bigger now, and the ground was rushing up at her—at her and past her as a gust caught
in the chute's cells and took her aloft instead of toward the ground.

 A line of very solid-looking trees and underbrush was approaching much too fast, but there was nothing
P.J. could do. She was being blown like a leaf in the wind. She closed her eyes and braced herself for
impact and...jerked to a stop.

 P.J. opened her eyes—and closed them fast. Dear, dear sweet Lord Jesus! Her chute had been caught
by the branches of an enormous tree, and she was dangling thirty feet above the ground.

 She forced herself to breathe, forced herself to inhale and exhale until the initial roar of panic began to
subside. As she slowly opened her eyes again, she looked into the branches above her. How badly was
her chute tangled? If she tried to move around, would she shake herself free? She definitely didn't want to
do that. That ground was too far away. A fall from this distance could break her legs—or her neck.

 She felt the panic return and closed her eyes, breathing again. Only breathing. A deep breath in, a long
breath out. Over and over and over.

 When her pulse was finally down to ninety or a hundred, she looked into the tree again. There were big
branches with leaves blocking most of her view of the chute, but what she could see seemed securely
entangled.

 Sweat was dripping from her forehead, from underneath her helmet, and she wiped at it futilely.

 There were quick-release hooks that would instantly cut her free from the chute. They were right above
her shoulders, and she reached above them, tugging first gently, then harder on the straps.

 She was securely lodged in the tree. She hoped.

 Still looking away from the ground, she brought one hand to her belt pack, to the length of lightweight
rope that was coiled against her thigh. The rope was thin, but strong. And she knew why she had it with
her. Without, she would have to dangle here until help arrived or risk almost certain injury by making the
thirty-foot leap to the ground.

 She uncoiled part of the rope, careful to tie one end securely to her belt. This rope wouldn't do her a
whole hell of a lot of good if she went and dropped it.

 She craned her neck to study the straps above her head. Her hands were shaking and her stomach was
churning, but she told herself over and over again—as if it were a mantra—that she would be okay as
long as she didn't look down.

 "Are you all right?"

 The voice was Harvard's, but P.J. didn't dare look at him. She felt a rush of relief, and it nearly pushed
her over an emotional cliff. She took several deep, steadying breaths, forcing back the waves of emotion.
God, she couldn't lose it Not yet. And especially not in front of this man.

 "I'm dandy," she said with much more bravado than she felt when she finally could speak. "In fact I'm
thinking about having a party up here."



 "Damn, I thought for once you'd honestly be glad to see me."

 She was. She was thrilled to hear his voice, if not to actually see him. But she wasn't about to tell him
that. "I suppose as long as you're here, you might as well help me figure out a way to get down to the
ground." Her voice shook despite her efforts to keep it steady, giving her away.

 Somehow he knew to stop teasing her. Somehow he knew that she was way worse off than her shaking
voice had revealed.

 "Tie one end of the rope around your harness," he told her calmly, his velvet voice soothing and
confident. "And toss the rest of the rope up and over that big branch near you. I'll grab the end of the
rope, anchoring you. Then you can release your harness from the chute and I'll lower you to the ground."

 P.J. was silent, still looking at the white parachute trapped in the tree.

 "You've just got to be sure you tie that rope to your harness securely. Can you do that for me, P.J.?"

 She was nauseous, she was shaking, but she could still tie a knot. She hoped. "Yes." But there was more
here that had to be removed from the tree than just herself. "What about the chute?" she asked.

 "The chute's just fine," he told her. "Your priority—and my priority—is to get you down out of that tree
safely."

 "I'm supposed to hide my chute. I don't think leaving it here in this tree like a big white banner fits
Lieutenant McCoy's definition of hide."

 "P.J., it's only an exercise—"

 "Throw your rope up to me."

 He was silent. P.J. had to go on faith that he was still standing there. She couldn't risk a look in his
direction.

 "Throw me your rope," she said again. "Please? I can tie your rope around the chute, and then once I'm
on the ground, we can try to pull it free."

 "You're going to have to look at me if you want to catch it."

 She nodded. "I know."

 "Tie your rope around your harness first," he told her. "I want to get you secure before we start playing
catch."

 "Fair enough."

 P.J.'s hands were shaking so badly she could barely tie a knot. But she did it. She tied three different
knots, and just as Harvard had told her, she tossed the coil of the rope over a very sturdy-looking
branch.

 "That's good," Harvard said, approval heating his already warm voice. "You're doing really well."



 "Throw me your rope now. Please."

 "You ready for me?"

 She had to look at him. She lowered her gaze, and the movement of her head made her swing slightly.
The ground, the underbrush, the rocks and leaves and Harvard seemed a terrifyingly dizzying distance
away. She closed her eyes. "Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God, oh, God..."

 "P.J., listen to me." Harvard's voice cut through. "You're safe, do you understand? I'm tying the end of
your rope around my waist. I've got you. I will not let you fall."

 "These knots I tied—they could slip."

 "If they do, I swear, I'll catch you."

 P.J. was silent, trying desperately to steady her breathing and slow her racing heart. Her stomach
churned.

 "Did you hear me?" Harvard asked.

 "You'll catch me," she repeated faintly. "I know. I know that."

 "Unhook your harness from the chute and let me get you down from there."

 God, she wanted that. She wanted that so badly. "But I need your rope first."

 Harvard laughed in exasperation. "Damn, woman, you're stubborn! This exercise is not that important.
It's not that big a deal."

 "Maybe not to you, but it is to me!"

 As Harvard gazed at her, the solution suddenly seemed so obvious. "P.J., you don't have to catch my
rope. You don't have to look down. You don't even have to open your eyes. I can tie mine onto the end
of yours, and you can just pull it up."

 She laughed. It was a thin, scratchy, hugely stressed-out laugh, but it was laughter just the same. "Well,
duh," she said. "Why didn'tI think of that?"

 "It'll only work if you feel secure enough up there without me holding onto my end of your rope."

 "Do it," she said. "Just do it, so I can get down from here."

 Harvard quickly tied the coiled length of his rope to the end of P.J.'s. "Okay," he called. "Pull it up."

 He shaded his eyes, watching as P.J. tugged on the rope that was tied to her harness. She wrapped her
rope around her arm between her elbow and her wrist as she took up the slack. He had to admire her
control—she was able to think pretty clearly for someone who had been close to panic mere moments
before.

 She worked quickly and soon tossed the ends of both ropes to the ground.



 Harvard looped the rope tied to her harness around his waist and tugged on it, testing the strength of the
branch that would support P.J.'s weight.

 "Okay, I'm ready for you," he called to her.

 This wasn't going to be easy for her. She was going to have to release herself from the chute. She had to
have absolute faith that he wouldn't let her fall.

 She didn't move, didn't speak. He wasn't sure she was breathing.

 "P.J., you've got to trust me," he said quietly, his voice carrying in the stillness of the afternoon.

 She nodded. And reached up and unfastened the hooks.

 P.J. weighed practically nothing, even with all her gear. He lowered her smoothly, effortlessly, gently, but
when her feet hit the ground, her knees gave out and she crumpled, for a moment pressing the front of
her helmet to the earth.

 He moved quickly toward her as she pushed herself onto her knees. She looked at him as she took off
her helmet, and the relief and emotion in her eyes were so profound, Harvard couldn't stop himself. He
reached for her, pulling her into his arms and holding her close.

 She clung to him, and he could feel her heart still racing, hear her ragged breathing, feel her trembling.

 Harvard felt a welling of indescribable emotion. It was an odd mix of tenderness and admiration and
sheer, bittersweet longing. This woman fit too damn well in his arms.

 "Thank you," she whispered, her face pressed against his shoulder. "Thank you.''

 "Hey," he said, pulling back slightly and tipping her chin so she had to meet his eyes. "Don't thank me.
You did most of that yourself. You did the hard part."

 P.J. didn't say anything. She just looked at him with those gigantic brown eyes.

 Harvard couldn't help himself. He lowered his mouth the last few inches that separated them and he
kissed her.

 He heard her sigh as his lips covered hers, and it was that little breathless sound that shattered the very
last of his resistance. He deepened the kiss, knowing he shouldn't, but no longer giving a damn.

 Her lips were so soft, her mouth so sweet, he felt his control melt like butter in a hot frying pan. He felt
his knees grow weak with desire-desire and something else. Something big and frighteningly powerful.
He closed his eyes against it, unable to analyze, unable to do anything but kiss her again and again.

 He kissed her hungrily now, and P.J. kissed him back so passionately he nearly laughed aloud.

 She was like a bolt of lightning in his arms—electrifying to hold. Her body was everything he'd imagined
and then some. She was tiny but so perfect, a dizzying mix of firm muscles and soft flesh. He could cover
one of her breasts completely with the palm of his hand—he could, and he did.

 And she pulled back, away from him, in shock.



 "Oh, my God," she breathed, staring at him, eyes wide, breaking free from his arms, moving away from
him, scuttling back in the soft dirt on her rear end.

 Harvard sat on the ground. "I guess you were a little glad to see me after all, huh?" He meant to sound
teasing, his words a pathetic attempt at a joke, but he could do little more than whisper.

 "We're late," P.J. said, turning away from him. "We have to hurry. I really screwed up our time."

 She pushed herself to her feet, her fingers fumbling as she unbuckled the harness and stepped out of the
jumpsuit she wore over her fatigues and T-shirt. As Harvard watched, she took the rope attached to the
chute and tried to finesse the snagged fabric and lines out of the tree.

 Luck combined with the fact that her body weight was no longer keeping the chute hooked in the
branches, and it slid cooperatively down to the ground, covering P.J. completely.

 By the time Harvard stood to help her, she'd wrestled the parachute silk into a relatively small bundle
and secured both it and her flight suit beneath a particularly thick growth of brambles.

 She swayed slightly as she consulted the tiny compass on her wristwatch. "This way," she said, pointing
to the east

 Harvard couldn't keep his exasperation from sounding in his voice. Exasperation and frustration. "You
don't really think you're going to walk all the way to the extraction site."

 "No," she said, lifting her chin defiantly. "I'm not going to walk, I'm going to run."

 P.J. stared at the list of times each of the pairs of SEALs and FInCOM agents had clocked during the
afternoon's exercise.

 "I don't see what the big deal is," Schneider said with a nonchalant shrug.

 P.J. gave him an incredulous look. "Crash and Lucky took fourteen and a half minutes to check in at the
extraction site—fourteen and a half minutes from the time they stepped out of the airplane to the time they
arrived at the final destination. Bobby and Wes took a few seconds longer. You don't see the big
difference between those times and the sixty-nine big, fat minutes you and Greene took? Or how about
the forty-four minutes it took Lieutenant McCoy because he was saddled with Tim Farber? Or my
score—forty-eight embarrassingly long minutes, even though I was working with the Senior Chief? Don't
you see a pattern here?"

 Farber cleared his throat. "Lieutenant McCoy was not saddled with me—"

 "No?" P.J. was hot and tired and dizzy and feeling as if she might throw up. Again. She'd had to take a
forced timeout during the run from the LZ to the check-in point. Her chicken-salad sandwich had had the
final say in their ongoing argument, and she'd surrendered to its unconditional demands right there in the
woods. Harvard had gotten out his radio and had been ready to call for medical assistance, but she'd
staggered to her feet and told him to put the damn thing away. No way was she going to quit—not after
she'd come so far. Something in her eyes must have convinced him she was dead serious, because he'd
done as she'd ordered.

 She'd made it all the way back-forty-eight minutes after she'd stepped out of that plane.



 "Look at the numbers again, Tim," she told Farber. "I know for a fact that if the Senior Chief had been
paired with Lieutenant McCoy, they would have a time of about fifteen minutes. Instead, their time was
not just doubled but tripled because they were saddled with inexperienced teammates."

 "That was the first time I've ever jumped out of a plane," Greg Greene protested. "We can't be expected
to perform like the SEALs without the same extensive training."

 "But that's exactly the point," P.J. argued. "There's no way FlnCOM can provide us with the kind of
training the Navy gives the SEAL teams. It's insane for them to think something like this Combined
SEAL/FInCOM team could work with any efficiency. These numbers are proof. Alpha Squad can get
the job done better and faster—not just twice as fast but three times faster—without our so-called help."

 "I'm sure with a little practice—" Tim Farber started.

 "We might only slow them down half as much?" P.J. interjected. She looked up to see Harvard leaning
against a tree watching her. She quickly looked away, afraid he would somehow see the heat that
instantly flamed in her cheeks.

 She'd lost her mind this afternoon, and she'd let him kiss her.

 No, correction—she hadn't merely let him kiss her. She'd kissed him just as enthusiastically. She could
still feel the impossibly intimate sensation of his hand curved around her breast.

 Dear Lord, she hadn't known something as simple as a touch could feel so good.

 As Farber and the twin idiots wandered away, clearly not interested in hearing any more of her
observations, Harvard pushed himself up and away from the tree. He took his time to approach her, a
small smile lifting the corners of his lips. "You up for a ride to your hotel, or do you intend to run back?"

 Her lips were dry, and when she moistened them with the tip of her tongue, Harvard's gaze dropped to
her mouth and lingered there. When he looked into her eyes, she could see an echo of the flames they'd
ignited earlier that day. His smile was gone, and the look on his face was pure predator.

 She didn't stand a chance against this man.

 The thought popped into her head, but she pushed it far away. That was ridiculous. Of course she stood
a chance. She'd been approached and hit on and propositioned and pursued by all types of men.
Harvard was no different

 So what if he was taller and stronger and ten times more dangerously handsome than any man she'd ever
met? So what if a keen intelligence sparkled in his eyes? So what if his voice was like velvet and his smile
like a sunrise? And so what if he'd totally redefined the word kiss-not to mention given new meaning to
other words she'd ignored in the past, words like desire and want.

 Part of her wanted him to kiss her again. But the part of her that wanted that was the same part that had
urged her, at age eleven, to let fourteen-year-old Jackson Porter steal a kiss in the alley alongside the
corner market. It was the same part of her that could so easily have followed her mother's not quite
full-grown footsteps. But P.J. had successfully stomped that impractical, romantically, childishly foolish
side of her down before. Lord knows she could do it again.



 She wasn't sure she was ready yet to risk her freedom- not even for a chance to be with a man like
Daryl Becker.

 "Come on." Harvard took her arm and led her toward the road. "I confiscated a jeep. You look as if
you could use about twelve straight hours with your eyes shut."

 "My car's at the base."

 "You can pick it up tomorrow morning. I'll give you a lift back."

 P.J. glanced at him, wondering if she'd imagined the implication of his suggestion—that he would still be
with her come morning.

 He opened the door of the jeep and would probably have lifted her onto the seat if she hadn't climbed
in. She closed the door before he could do that for her.

 He smiled, acknowledging her feminist stance, and she had to look away.

 As Harvard climbed into the jeep and turned the key in the ignition, he glanced at her again. P.J. braced
herself, waiting for him to say something, waiting for him to bring up the subject of that incredible,
fantastic and absolutely inappropriate kiss.

 But he was silent. He didn't say a word the entire way to the hotel. And when he reached the driveway,
he didn't park. He pulled up front, beneath the hotel overhang, to drop her off.

 P.J. used her best poker face to keep her surprise from showing. "Thanks for the ride, Senior Chief."

 "How about I pick you up at 0730 tomorrow?"

 She shook her head. "It's out of your way. I can arrange to get to the base with Schneider or Greene."

 He nodded, squinting in the late afternoon sunlight as he gazed out the front windshield. "It's not that big
a deal, and I'd like to pick you up. So I'll be here at 0730." He turned to look at her. "What I'd really like
is to still be here at 0730." He smiled slightly. "It's not too late to invite me in."

 P.J. had to look away, her heart pounding almost as hard as it had been when she was hanging in that
tree. "I can't do that."

 "That's too bad."

 "Yeah," she agreed, surprising herself by saying it aloud.

 She unlatched the door. She had to get out of there. God knows what else she might say.

 "I'll see you at 0730," he said. "Right here."

 P.J. nodded. She didn't want to give in, but it seemed the easiest way to get him to take his bedroom
eyes and those too-tempting lips and drive away. "All right."

 She pulled her aching body from the jeep.



 "I was really proud to know you today, Richards," Harvard said softly. "You proved to me that you can
handle damn near anything. There're very few men—except for those in the teams—I can say that
about."

 She looked at him in surprise, but he didn't stop. "You've done one hell of a good job consistently from
day one," Harvard continued. "I have to admit, I didn't think a woman could cut it, but I'm glad you're
part of the CSF team."

 P.J. snorted, then laughed. Then laughed even harder. "Wow," she said when she caught her breath.
"You must really want to sleep with me."

 A flurry of emotions crossed his face. For the briefest of moments, he looked affronted. But then he
smiled, shaking his head in amused resignation. "Yeah, I haven't given you much to work with here, have
I? There's no real reason you should believe me." But he caught and held her gaze, his eyes nearly
piercing in their intensity. "But I meant what I said. It wasn't some kind of line. I was really proud of you
today, P.J."

 "And naturally, whenever you're proud of one of your teammates, you French kiss 'em."

 Harvard laughed at her bluntness. "No, ma'am. That was the first time I've ever had that experience
while on an op."

 "Hmm," she said.

 "Yeah, what's that supposed to mean? Hmm?"

 "It means maybe you should think about what it would be like to be in my shoes. You just told me you
think I'm more capable than most of the men you know, didn't you?"

 He held her gaze steadily. "That's right."

 "Yet you can't deal with me as an equal. You're impressed with me as a person, but that doesn't fit with
what you know about the world. So you do the only thing you can do. You bring sex into the picture.
You try to dominate and control. You may well be proud of me, brother, but you don't want those
feelings to last. You want to put me back in my nice, safe place. You want to slide me into a role you can
deal with—a role like lover, that you understand. Sohmm means you should think about the way that
might make me feel." P.J. closed the door to the jeep.

 She didn't give him time to comment She turned and walked into the hotel.

 She didn't look back, but she felt his eyes on her, watching her, until she was completely out of his line of
sight.

 And even then, she felt the lingering power of Harvard's eyes.

 Chapter 9

 Harvard didn't catch up to P.J. until after lunch. She'd left messages on his voice mail—both at home
and in the office—telling him not to bother giving her a ride to the base in the morning. She was going in
early, and it worked for her to catch a ride with Chuck Schneider.



 He'd tried phoning her back, but the hotel was holding her calls.

 Harvard had thought about everything she said to him as she got out of the jeep last night. He'd thought
hard about it well into the early hours of the morning. And he thought about it first thing when he woke
up, as well.

 But it wasn't until they were both heading to a meeting at the Quonset hut after lunch that he was able to
snatch a few seconds to talk to her.

 "You're wrong," he said without any ceremony, without even the civility of a greeting.

 P.J. glanced at him, then glanced at Farber, who was walking alongside Joe Cat. The two men were a
few yards ahead of her. She slowed her pace, clearly not wanting either of them to overhear.

 But there was nothing to overhear. "Now's not the time to get into this discussion," Harvard continued.
"But I just wanted you to know that I've thought—very carefully—about everything you said, and my
conclusion is that you're totally off base."

 "But—"

 He opened the door to the Quonset hut and held it for her, gesturing for her to go in first "I'd be more
than happy to sit down with you this evening, maybe have an iced tea or two, and talk this through."

 She didn't answer. She didn't say yes, but she didn't give him an immediate and unequivocal no, either.

 Harvard took that as a good sign.

 The main room in the Quonset hut had been set up as a briefing area.

 Harvard moved to the front of the room to stand next to Joe Cat and Blue. He watched as P.J. took a
seat. She made a point not to look at him. In fact, she looked damn near everywhere but at him.

 That was, perhaps, not such a good sign.

 P.J. paid rapt attention to Joe Cat as he outlined the exercise that would take place over the next few
days. Day one would be preparation. The CSF team would receive Intel reports about a mock hostage
situation. Day two would be the first phase of the rescue-location and reconnaissance of the tangos
holding the hostages. Day three would be the rescue.

 Harvard looked at the four finks sitting surrounded by the men of Alpha Squad. Schneider and Greene
looked perpetually bored, as usual. Farber looked slightly disattached, as if his thoughts weren't one
hundred percent on the project being discussed. And P.J... As the captain continued to talk, P.J. looked
more and more perplexed and more and more uncomfortable. She shifted in her seat and glanced at
Farber and the others but got no response from them. She risked a glance in Harvard's direction.

 There were about a million questions in her eyes, and he suspected he knew exactly what she wanted
answered.

 She finally raised her hand. "Excuse me, Captain, I'm not sure I understand."

 "I'm afraid I can't go into any specifics at this time," Cat told her. "In order for this training op to ran



effectively, I can't give you any further information than I already have."

 "Begging your pardon, sir," P.J. said, "but it seems to me that you've already given us too much
information. That's what I don't understand. You've tipped us off as to the nature of this exercise. And
what's the deal with giving us an entire day to prepare? In a real-life scenario, we'll have no warning. And
everything I've learned from you to date stresses the importance of immediate action. Sitting around with
an entire day of prep time doesn't read as immediate in my book."

 Joe Cat moved to the front of the desk he'd been standing behind, sat on the edge and looked at P.J. He
didn't speak for several long moments. "Anything else bothering you, Richards?" he finally asked.

 As Harvard watched, P.J. nodded. "Yes, sir. I'm wondering why the location of the terrorists and the
rescue attempt will take place over the course of two individual days in two different phases of activity.
That also doesn't gel with a realistic rescue scenario. In the real world," she said, using the SEAL slang
for genuine real-life operations, "we wouldn't go back to our hotel for a good night's sleep in the middle
of a hostage crisis. I don't understand why we're going to be doing that here."

 The captain glanced first at Blue and then at Harvard. Then he turned to the other finks. "Anyone else
have the same problems Ms. Richards is having?" he asked. "Mr. Farber? You have any problems with
our procedure?"

 Farber straightened up, snapping to attention. As Harvard watched, he saw the FInCOM agent study
the captain's face, trying to read from Joe's expression whether he should agree or disagree.

 "He's looking for your opinion, Mr. Farber," Harvard indicated. "There's no right answer."

 Farber shrugged. "Then I guess I'd have to say no. A training exercise is a training exercise. We go into
it well aware that it's make-believe. There're no real hostages, and there's no real danger. So there's no
real point to working around the clock to—"

 "Wrong," Harvard interrupted loudly. "There's no right answer, but there are wrong answers, and you're
wrong. There's a list of reasons longer than my—" he glanced at P.J. "—arm as to why it's vitally
necessary to train under conditions that are as realistic as possible."

 "Then why are we wasting our time with this half-baked exercise?" P.J. interjected.

 "Because FlnCOM gave us a rule book," Joe explained, "that outlined in pretty specific detail exactly
what we could and could not subject the CSF agents to. We're limited to working within any given
ten-hour period. We can't exceed that without providing you with a minimum of eight hours down time."

 "But that's absurd," P.J. protested. "With those restrictions, there's no way we're going to be able to set
up a scenario that has any basis in reality. I mean, part of the challenge of dealing with the stress of a
hostage crisis is coping with little or no sleep, of being on the job forty-eight or seventy-two
or—God!—ninety hours in a row. Of catching naps in the back of a car or in the middle of the woods
or... This is ludicrous." She gestured toward herself and the other FlnCOM agents. "We're big boys and
girls. We've all been on assignments that have required us to work around the clock. What's the deal?"

 "Someone upstairs at FlnCOM is afraid of the SEAL teams," Joe said. "I think they think we're going to
try to drag you through some version of BUD/S training. We've tried to assure them that's not possible or
even desirable. We've been actively trying to persuade FlnCOM to revise that restrictive rule for weeks
now. Months."



 "This is just plain stupid." P.J. wasn't mincing words. "I can't believe Kevin Laughton would agree to
this."

 Harvard stepped forward again. "We haven't been able to reach Laughton," he told her. "Apparently the
man has dropped off the face of the earth."

 P.J. looked at her watch, looked at the "Baywatch" calendar that was pinned to the wall near Wesley's
computer. "Of course you haven't been able to reach him. Because he's on vacation," she said. "He's got
a beach house on Pawley's Island in South Carolina." She stood. "Captain, if you let me use your office, I
can call him right now—at least make him aware of the situation."

 "You have the phone number of Laughton's vacation house?" Harvard couldn't keep from asking. P.J.
and Laughton. There was that image again. He liked it even less today.

 P.J. didn't answer. Joe had already led her into his office, shutting the door behind her to give her
privacy.

 Harvard turned to the finks and SEALs still sitting in rows. "I think we're done here for now," he said,
dismissing them.

 He turned to find the captain and Blue exchanging a long look.

 "How well does she know Laughton, anyway?" Joe murmured.

 Blue didn't answer, but Harvard knew exactly what both men were thinking. If she knew her boss well
enough to have his home phone number, she knew him pretty damn well.

 The call came within two hours.

 Harvard was surfing the net, wondering how long he'd have to wait before he could head over to P.J.'s
hotel, wondering if she'd agree to have a drink with him or if she'd hide in her room, not answer the
phone when he called from the lobby.

 Wondering exactly what her connection to Kevin Laughton was.

 The phone rang, and Wes scooped it up. "Skelly." He sat a little straighter. "Yes, sir. One moment,
Admiral, sir." He put the call on hold. "Captain, Admiral Stonegate on line one."

 Joe went into his office to take the call. Blue went in with him, closing the door tightly behind them both.

 "That was too quick." Lucky was the first to speak, looking up from his computerized game of golf.
"He's either not calling about the FlnCOM project or he's calling to say no."

 "How well does P.J. know Kevin Laughton?" Bobby put down his book to voice the question they all
were thinking.

 "How well do you have to know a girl before you give her the phone number of your beach house?"
Wes countered.

 "I don't have a beach house," Bobby pointed out.



 "Suppose that you did."

 "I guess it would really depend on how much I liked the girl."

 "And what the girl looks like," Lucky added.

 "We know what the girl looks like," Wes said. "She looks like P.J. Exactly like P.J. She is P.J."

 "For P.J. I'd consider going out and buying a beach house, just so I could give her my number there,"
Bobby decided.

 Harvard spun around in his chair, unable to listen to any more inane speculation. "The girl is a woman
and her ears are probably ringing with all this talk about her. Show a little respect here. So she had her
boss's phone number. So what?"

 "The Senior Chief is probably right," Wes said with a grin. "Laughton probably gives his vacation phone
number to all the agents he works with—not just the beautiful female agents he's sleeping with."

 Crash spoke. He'd been so quiet, Harvard had almost forgotten he was in the room. "I've heard that
Laughton just got married. He doesn't seem to be the kind of man who would cheat on his wife—let
alone a bride of less than a year."

 "And P.J.'s not the kind of woman who would get with a married man," Harvard added, trying to
convince himself as well. He'd come to know P.J. well over the past few weeks. He shouldn't doubt her,
but still, there was this tiny echo of a voice that kept asking, Are you sure?

 "I'm friends with a guy who's working for the San Diego police," Lucky said, opening the wrapper of a
granola bar. "He said working with women in the squad adds all kinds of craziness to the usual stress of
the job. If you're working a case with a female partner and there's any kind of attraction there at all, it can
easily get blown out of proportion. Think about it. You know how everything gets heightened when
you're out on an op."

 Harvard kept his face carefully expressionless. He knew firsthand what that was about. He'd
experienced it yesterday afternoon.

 The captain came out of his office, grinning. "We got it," he announced "Permission to trash the rule
book and permission to take our little finks out of the country for some on-location fun and games. We're
going west, guys—so far west, it's east. Whatever P.J. said to Kevin Laughton—it had an impact."

 "There's your proof," Lucky said. "She calls Laughton, two hours later, major policies are changed.
She's doin' him. Gotta be."

 Harvard had had enough. He stood up, the wheels of his chair rattling across the concrete floor. "Has it
occurred to you that Laughton might have responded so quickly because he respects and values P.J.'s
opinion as a member of his staff?"

 Lucky took another bite of his granola bar, thinking for a moment while he chewed. "No," he said with
his mouth full. "She's not interested in any kind of new relationship—she told me that herself. She doesn't
want a new relationship because she's already got an old relationship. With Kevin Laughton."



 Harvard laughed in disbelief. "You're speculating." He turned to the captain. "Why are we talking about
this? P.J.'s relationship with Laughton is none of our damned business—whatever it may be."

 "Amen to that," Joe Cat said. "The exercise start date has been pushed back two days," he announced.
"Anyone on the CSF team should take a few days of leave, get some rest." He looked at Crash. "Sorry,
Hawken. I know you're going to be disappointed, but apparently there are a few Marines who've been
working with the locals, and they're going to be our terrorists for this exercise. You're going to have to go
along as one of the good guys."

 Crash's lips moved into what might have been a smile. "Too bad."

 The captain looked at Harvard. "We're going to have to notify P.J. and the other finks—let 'em know
we're heading to Southeast Asia."

 "I'll take care of that," Harvard said.

 Joe Cat smiled. "I figured you'd want to."

 "Make sure you tell 'em to put their wills and personal effects in order," Wes said with a grin that
dripped pure mischief. "Because from now on, there're no rules."

 P.J. finished the steak and baked potato she'd ordered from room service and set the tray in the hall
outside her room. She showered and pulled on a clean T-shirt and a pair of cutoff sweatpants and then,
only then, did she phone the hotel desk and ask them to stop holding her calls.

 There was a message on her voice mail from Kevin, telling her he'd managed to pull the necessary
strings. The CSF team project would be given the elbow room it needed, without interference.

 There was also a message from Harvard—"Call me. It's important." He'd left his beeper number.

 P.J. wrote the number down.

 She knew he wanted to talk to her, to try to convince her he didn't want to have sex with her in an
attempt to dominate and put her securely in her place as first and foremost a woman. No, his feelings of
desire had grown out of the extreme respect he had for her, and from his realization that gender didn't
matter in the work she did.

 Yeah, right.

 Of course, he might have asked her to call so he could give her some important work-related
information. Kevin's message meant there was bound to be some news.

 As much as she didn't want to—and she didn't want to call Harvard, she told herself—she was going to
have to.

 But first she had more important things to do, such as checking in with the weather channel, to see if Mr.
Murphy was going to send a tropical depression into their midst on the days they were scheduled to
battle the steely-eyed Lieutenant William Hawken and his merry band of mock terrorists.

 The phone rang before she'd keyed up the weather channel with the remote control.



 P.J. hit the mute button and picked up the call. "Richards."

 "Yo, it's H. Did you just page me?"

 P.J. closed her eyes. "No. No, not yet. I was going to, but—"

 "Good, you got my message, at least. Why don't you come down to the bar and—"

 P.J. forced herself to sound neutral and pleasant. "Thanks, but no. I'm ready for bed—"

 "It's only twenty hundred." His voice nearly cracked in disbelief. "You can't be serious—"

 "I'm very serious. We've got some tough days ahead of us, starting tomorrow," she told him. "I intend to
sleep as much now as I possibly—"

 "Starting tomorrow, we've got two days of leave," he interrupted her.

 Of all the things she'd expected him to say, that wasn't on the list. "We do?"

 "We'll be boarding a plane for Southeast Asia on Thursday. Until then we've got a break."

 "Southeast Asia?" P.J. laughed, tickled with delight "Kevin really came through, didn't he? What a guy!
He deserves something special for this one. I'm going to have to think long and hard."

 On the other end of the line, Harvard was silent. When he finally spoke, his voice sounded different.
Stiffer. More formal. "Richards, come downstairs. We really have to talk."

 Now the silence was all hers. P.J. took a deep breath. "Daryl, I'm sorry. I don't think it's—"

 "All right. Then I'll be right up."

 "No—"

 He'd already hung up.

 P.J. swore sharply, then threw the phone's handset into the cradle with a clatter. Her bed was a rumpled
mess of unmade blankets and sheets, her pillow slightly indented from her late afternoon nap.

 She didn't want to make her bed. She wasn't going to make her bed, damn it. She'd meet him at the
door, and they'd step outside into that little lobby near the elevators to talk. He'd say whatever it was he
had to say, she'd turn him down one more time, and then she'd go back into her room.

 He knocked, and P.J. quickly rifled through the mess on the dresser to find her key card. Slipping it into
the pocket of her shorts, she went to the door. She peeked out the peephole. Yeah, it was definitely
Harvard. She opened the door.

 He wasn't smiling. He was just standing there, so big and forbidding. "May I come in?"

 P.J. forced a smile. "Maybe we should talk outside."

 Harvard glanced over his shoulder, and she realized there were people sitting on the sofa and chairs by



the elevators. "I would prefer the privacy of your room. But if you're uncomfortable with that..."

 Admitting she had a problem sitting down and talking to Harvard in the intimate setting of her hotel room
would be tantamount to admitting she was not immune to his magnetic sexuality. Yes, she was
uncomfortable. But her discomfort was not because she was afraid he would try to seduce her- that was
a given. Her discomfort came from her fear that once he started touching her, once he started kissing her,
she wouldn't have the strength to turn him down.

 And God help her if he ever realized that.

 "I just want to talk to you," he said, searching her eyes. "Throw on a pair of shoes and we can go for a
walk. I'll wait for you by the elevator," he added when she hesitated.

 It was a good solution. She didn't have to change out of her shorts and T-shirt to go to the bar, but she
didn't have to let him into her room, either.

 "I'll be right there," P.J. told him.

 It took a moment to find her sandals under the piles of dirty clothes scattered around the room. She
finally slipped her feet into them and, taking a deep breath, left her room.

 Harvard was holding an elevator, and he followed her in and pushed the button for the main floor of the
big hotel complex. He was silent all the way down, silent as she led the way out of the hotel lobby and
headed toward the glistening water of the swimming pool.

 The sky was streaked with the colours of the setting sun, and the early evening still held the muggy heat
of the day. A family—mother, father, two young children—were in the pool, and several couples, one
elderly, the other achingly young, sat in the row of lounge chairs watching the first stars of the evening
appear.

 Harvard was silent until they had walked to the other side of the pool.

 "I have a question for you," he finally said, leaning against the railing that overlooked the deep end. "A
personal question. And I keep thinking, this is not my business. But then I keep thinking that in a way, it is
my business, because it affects me and..." He took a deep breath, letting it out in a burst of air. "I'm
talking all around it, aren't I? I suppose the best way to ask is simply to ask point-blank."

 P.J. could feel tension creeping into her shoulders and neck. He wanted to ask a personal question. Was
it possible he'd somehow guessed? He was, after all, a very perceptive man. Was it possible he'd figured
it out from those kisses they'd shared?

 She took a deep breath. Maybe it was better that he knew. On the other hand, maybe it wasn't. Maybe
he'd take it-and her-as some kind of a challenge.

 "You can ask whatever you want," she told him, "but I can't promise I'm going to answer."

 He turned toward her, his face shadowed in the rapidly fading light. "Is the reason you've been pushing
me away—"

 Here it came.



 "—because of your relationship with Kevin Laughton?"

 P.J. heard the words, but they were so different from the ones she'd been expecting, it took a moment
for her to understand what he'd asked.

 Kevin Laughton. Relationship. Relationship?

 But then she understood. She understood far too well.

 "You think because I have Kevin's home number, because I have direct access to the man when he's on
vacation, that I must be getting it on with him, don't you?" She shook her head in disgust, moving away
from him. "I should've known. With men like you, everything always comes down to sex."

 Harvard followed her. "P.J., wait. Talk to me. Are you saying no? Are you saying there's nothing going
on between you and Laughton?"

 She turned to face him. "The only thing going on between me and Kevin—besides our highly exemplary
work relationship—is a solid friendship. Kind of like what I thought you and I had going between us. The
man is married to one of my best friends from college, a former roommate of mine. I introduced them
because I like Kevin and I thought Elaine would like him even more, in a different way. I was right, and
they got married last year. The three of us continue to be good friends. I've spent time at the beach house
on Pawley's Island with the two of them. Does that satisfy your sordid curiosity?"

 "P.J., I'm sorry—"

 "Not half as sorry as I am. Let me guess—the whole damned Alpha Squad is speculating as to how
many different times and different ways I've had to get it on with Kevin in order to get his home phone
number, right?" P.J. didn't give him a chance to answer. "But if I were a man, everyone would've just
assumed I was someone who had earned Kevin Laughton's trust through hard work."

 "You're right to be upset," Harvard said. "It was wrong of me to think that way. I was jealous—"

 "I bet you were," she said sharply. "You were probably thinking it wasn't fair—Kevin getting some, you
not getting any."

 She turned to walk away, but he moved quickly, blocking her path. "I'd be lying if I said sex didn't play a
part in the way I was feeling," Harvard said, his voice low. "But there's so much more to this thing we've
got going—this friendship, I guess I'd have to call it for lack of a better name. In a lot of ways, the
relationship you have with Laughton is far more intimate than any kind of casual sexual fling might be.
And I'm standing here feeling even more jealous about that. I know it's stupid, but I like you too much to
want to share you with anyone else."

 The edge on P.J.'s anger instantly softened. This man sure could talk a good game. And the look in his
eyes was enough to convince her he wasn't just slinging around slick, empty words. He was confused by
having a real friendship with a woman, and honest enough to admit it.

 "Friends don't own friends," she told him gently. "In fact, I thought the entire issue of people owning
other people was taken care of a few hundred years ago."

 Harvard smiled. "I don't want to own you."



 "Are you sure about that?"

 Harvard was silent for a moment, gazing into her eyes. "I want to be your lover," he told her. "And
maybe your experiences with other men have led you to believe that means I want to dominate and
control—as you so aptly put it the other day. And while I'd truly love to make you beg, chances are if we
ever get into that kind of... position, you're going to be hearing me do some begging, too."

 He was moving closer, an inch at a time, but P.J. was frozen in place, pinned by the look in his eyes and
the heat of his soft words. He touched the side of her face, gently skimming the tips of his fingers across
her cheek.

 "We've played it your way, and we're friends, P.J.," he said softly. "I like being your friend, but there's
more that I want to share with you. Much more.

 "We can go into this with our eyes open," he continued. "We can go upstairs to your room, and you can
lend yourself to me tonight—and I'll lend myself to you. No ownership, no problems." Harvard ran his
thumb across her lips. "We can lock your door and we don't have to come out for two whole days."

 He lowered his head to kiss her softly, gently. P.J. felt herself sway toward him, felt herself weakening.
Two whole days in this man's arms... Never in her life had she been so tempted.

 "Let's go upstairs," he whispered. He kissed her again, just as sweetly, as if he'd realized that gentle
finesse would get him farther than soul-stealing passion.

 But then he stepped away from her, and P.J. realized that all around the pool, lights were going on. One
went on directly overhead, and they were no longer hidden by the shadows of the dusk. Harvard still
held her hand, though, drawing languorous circles on her palm with his thumb.

 He was looking at her as if she were the smartest, sexiest, most desirable woman on the entire planet
And she knew that she was looking at him with an equal amount of hunger in her eyes.

 She wanted him.

 Worst of all, despite her words, she knew she wanted to own him. Heart, body and soul, she wanted
this incredible man for herself and herself alone, and that scared her damn near witless.

 She turned away, pulling from his grasp, pressing the palms of her hands against the rough wood of the
railing, trying to rid herself of the lingering ghost of his touch.

 "This is a really bad idea." She had to work hard, and even then her voice sounded thin and fluttery.

 He stepped closer, close enough so she could feel his body heat but not quite close enough to touch her.
"Logically, yes," he murmured. "Logically, it's insane. But sometimes you've got to go with your gut—and
I'm telling you, PJ, every instinct I've got is screaming that this is the best idea I've had in my entire life."

 All her instincts were screaming, too. But they were screaming the opposite. This may well be the right
man, but was so the wrong time.

 Those treacherous, treasonous feelings she was having—the crazy need to possess this man—had to be
stomped down, hidden away. She had to push these thoughts far from her, and even though she was by
no means an expert when it came to intimate relationships, she knew that getting naked with Harvard



Becker would only make things worse.

 She had to be able to look at him, to work with him over the next few weeks and be cool and rational.

 She wasn't sure she could spend two days making love to him and then pretend there was nothing
between them. She wasn't that good an actor.

 "Daryl, I can't," she whispered.

 He'd been holding his breath, she realized, and he let it out in a rush that was half laughter. "I would say,
give me one good reason, except I'm pretty sure you've got a half a dozen all ready and waiting, reasons
I haven't even thought of."

 She did have half a dozen reasons, but they were all reasons she couldn't share with him. How could she
tell him she couldn't risk becoming intimate because she was afraid of falling in love with him?

 But she did have one reason she knew he would understand. She took a deep breath. "I've never been
with... anyone."

 Harvard didn't understand what P.J. meant. He knew she was telling him something important—he could
see that in her eyes. But he couldn't make sense of her words. Never been where?

 "You know, I've always hated the word virgin," P.J. told him, and suddenly what she'd said clicked. "I
came from a neighbourhood where eleven-year-old girls were taunted by classmates for still being
virgins."

 Harvard couldn't help laughing in disbelief. "No way. Are you telling me you're—" Damn, he couldn't
even say the word.

 "A virgin."

 That was the word. Turning her to face him and searching her eyes, he stopped laughing. "My God,
you're serious, aren't you?"

 "I used to lie about it," she told him, pulling away to look out over the swimming pool. "Even when I
went to college where, you know, you'd expect people to be cool about whatever personal choices other
people make in their lives, I had to lie. For some reason, it was okay to be celibate for—well, you name
the reason—taking time off from the dating scene, or concentrating on grades for a while, or finding your
own space—but it was only okay if you'd been sexually active in the past But as soon as people found
out you were a virgin, God, it was as if you had some disease you had to be cured of as soon as
possible. Forget about personal choice. I watched other girls get talked into doing things they didn't really
want to do with boys they didn't really like, and so I just kept on lying."

 She turned to face him then. "But I didn't want to lie to you."

 Harvard cleared his throat. He cleared it again. "I'm, um..."

 She smiled. "Look at you. I've managed to shock Alpha Squad's mighty Senior Chief."

 Harvard found his voice. "Yes," he said. "Shocked is a good word for it."



 She was standing there in front of him, waiting. For what? He wasn't quite sure of the protocol when the
woman he'd been ferociously trying to seduce all evening admitted she'd never been with a man before.

 Some men might take her words as a challenge. Here was a big chance to boldly go where no man had
gone before. The prospect could be dizzyingly exciting—until the looming responsibility of such an
endeavour came lumbering into view.

 This woman had probably turned down dozens, maybe even hundreds of men. The fact that she clearly
saw him as a major temptation was outrageously flattering, but it was frightening, too.

 What if he could apply the right amount of sweet talk and pressure to make her give in? What if he did
go up to her room with her tonight? This would not be just another casual romantic interlude. This would
be an important event. Was he ready for that? Was he ready for this woman to get caught up in the
whirlwind of physical sensations and mistake a solid sexual encounter for something deeper, like love?

 Harvard looked into P.J.'s eyes. "What I want to know is what drives a person to keep one very
significant part of her life locked up tight for so many years," he said. "An incredible, vibrant, passionate
woman like you. It's not like you couldn't have your pick of men."

 "When I was a little girl, no more than five or six years old," she told him quietly, "I decided I was going
to wait to find a man who would love me enough to marry me first, you know? I didn't really know too
much about sex at the time, but I knew that both my grandmother and my mother hadn't
waited—whatever that meant. I saw all these girls in the neighbourhood with their big expanding
bellies—girls who hadn't waited. It was always whispered. Priscilla Simons hadn't waited. Cheri Richards
hadn't waited. I decided I was going to wait.

 "And then when I did start to understand, I was all caught up in the books I read. I was hooked on that
fairy-tale myth—you know, waiting on Prince Charming. That carried me through quite a few years."

 Harvard stayed quiet, waiting for her to go on.

 P.J. sighed. "I still sometimes wish life could be that simple, though I'm well aware it's not. I may never
have been with a man, but I'm no innocent. I know that no man in his right mind is going to be foolish
enough to marry a woman without taking her for a test drive, so to speak. And no woman should do that,
either. Sexual compatibility is important in a relationship. I do believe that. But deep inside, I've got this
little girl who's just sitting there, quietly waiting." She laughed, shaking her head. "I see that nervous look
in your eyes. Don't worry. I'm not hinting for a marriage proposal or anything. Being tied down is the last
thing I want or need. See, as I got older, I saw more and more of the pitiful samples of men my mother
collected, and I started to think maybe marriage wasn't what I wanted. I mean, who in her right mind
would want to be permanently tied to one of these losers? Not me."

 Harvard found his voice. "But not all men are losers."

 "I know that. As I got older, my scope of experience widened, and I met men who weren't drug dealers
or thieves. I made friends with some of them. But only friends. I guess old habits die hard. Or maybe I
never really trusted any of them. Or maybe I just never met anyone I've wanted to get with." Until now.
P.J. didn't say the words aloud, but they hung between them as clear as the words in a cartoon bubble.

 "I'm not telling you this to create some kind of challenge for you," she added, as if she'd been able to
read his mind. "I'm just trying to explain where I'm coming from and why now probably isn't the best time
for me and you."



 Probably isn't wasn't the same as just plain isn't. Harvard knew that if he was going to talk her into
inviting him upstairs, now was the time. He should move closer, touch the side of her face, let her see the
heat in his eyes. He should talk his way into her room. He should tell her there was so much more for
them to say.

 But he couldn't do it. Not without really thinking it through. Instead of reaching for her, he rested his
elbows on the railing. "It's okay," he said softly. "I can see how this complicates things—for me as well as
for you."

 The look in her eyes nearly killed him. She managed to look both relieved and disappointed.

 They stood together in silence for several long moments. Then P.J. finally sighed.

 Harvard had to hold tightly to the railing to keep from following her as she backed away.

 "I'm, uh, I guess I'm going to go back up. To my room. Now."

 Harvard nodded. "Good night."

 She turned and walked away. He stared at the reflected lights dancing on the surface of the swimming
pool, thinking about the life P.J. had had as a child, thinking about all she'd had to overcome, thinking
about how strong she must've been even as a tiny little girl, thinking about her up there in that tree, getting
the job done despite her fears, thinking about the sweet taste of her kisses....

 And thinking that having a woman like that fall in love with him might not be the worst thing in the world.

 Chapter 10

 The first ring jarred her out of a deep sleep.

 The second ring made P.J. roll over and squint at the clock.

 She picked up the phone on the third ring. "It's five forty-five, I've got my first morning off in more than
four weeks. This better be notification from the lottery commission that I've just won megabucks."

 "What if I told you I was calling with an offer that was better than winning megabucks?"

 Harvard. It was Harvard.

 P.J. sat up, instantly awake. She had been so certain her blunt-edged honesty had scared him to death.
She'd been convinced her words had sent him running far away from her as fast as his legs could carry
him. She'd spent most of last night wondering and worrying if the little news bomb she'd dropped on him
had blown up their entire friendship.

 She'd spent most of last night realizing how much she'd come to value him as a friend.

 "I was positive you'd be awake," he said cheerfully, as if nothing even the slightest bit heavy had
transpired between them. "I pictured you already finishing up your first seven mile run of the day. Instead,
what do I find? You're still studying the insides of your eyelids! You're absolutely unaware that the sun is
up and shining and that it is a perfect day for a trip to Phoenix, Arizona."



 "I can't believe you woke me up at five forty-five on one of only two days I have to sleep late for the
next four weeks," P.J. complained, trying to play it cool. She was afraid to acknowledge how glad she
was he'd called even to herself, let alone to him..

 But she hadn't scared him away. They were still friends. And she was very, very glad.

 "Yeah, I know it's early," he said, "but I thought the idea of heading into the heart of the desert during the
hottest part of the summer would be something you'd find irresistible."

 "Better than winning megabucks, huh?"

 "Not to mention the additional bonus—the chance to see my parents' new house."

 "You are such a chicken," P.J. said. "This doesn't have anything to do with me wanting to see the desert.
This is all about you having to deal with seeing your parents' new house for the first time. Poor baby
needs someone to come along and hold his hand."

 "You're right," he said, suddenly serious. "I'm terrified. I figure I could either do this the hard way and
just suck it up and go, or I could make it a whole hell of a lot easier and ask you to come along."

 P.J. didn't know what to say. She grasped at the first thing that came to mind. "Your parents have barely
moved in. They couldn't possibly be ready for extra houseguests."

 "I don't know how big their house is," Harvard admitted. "I figured you and I would probably just stay in
a hotel. In separate rooms," he added.

 P.J. was silent.

 "I know what you're thinking," he said

 "Oh, yeah, what's that?"

 "You're thinking, the man is dogging me because he wants some."

 "The thought has crossed my mind—"

 "Well, you're both wrong and right," Harvard told her.

 "You're right about the fact that I want you." He laughed softly. "Yeah, you're real right about that. But
I'm not going to chase or pressure you, P.J. I figure, when you're ready, if you're ever ready, you'll let me
know. And until then, we'll play it your way. I'm asking you to come to Phoenix with me as friends."

 P.J. took a deep breath. "What time is the flight?"

 "Would you believe in forty-five minutes?"

 P.J. laughed. "Yes," she said. "Yes, I'd believe that."

 "Meet me out front in ten minutes," he told her. "Carry-on bag only, okay?"



 "Daryl!"

 "Yeah?"

 "Thanks," P.J. said. "Just... thanks."

 "I'm the one who should be thanking you for coming with me," he said, just as quietly. He took a deep
breath. "Okay," he added much more loudly. "We all done with this heartfelt mushy stuff? Good. Let's
go, Richards! Clock's ticking. Downstairs. Nine minutes! Move!"

  

 "I always think about wind shear."

 Harvard looked over to find P.J.'s eyes tightly shut as the huge commercial jet lumbered down the
runway. She had her usual death grip on the armrests. "Well, don't," he said. "Hold my hand."

 She opened one eye and looked at him. "Or I think about the improbability of something this big actually
making it off the ground."

 He held out his hand, palm up, inviting her to take it. "You want to talk physics, I can give you the 411,
as you call it, complete with numbers and equations, on why this sucker flies," he said.

 "And then," she said, as if she hadn't heard him at all, "when I hear the wheels retract, I think about how
awful it would be to fall."

 Harvard pried her fingers from the armrest and placed her hand in his. "I won't let you fall."

 She smiled ruefully, pulling her hand free. "When you say it like that, I can almost believe you."

 He held her gaze. "It's okay if you hold my hand."

 "No, it's not."

 "Friends can hold hands."

 P.J. snorted. "Yeah, I'm sure you and Joe Cat do it all the time."

 Harvard had to smile at that image. "If he needed me to, I'd hold his hand."

 "He'd never need you to."

 "Maybe. Maybe not."

 "Look, I'm really okay with flying," P.J. told him. "It's just takeoff that gets me a little tense."

 "Yeah," Harvard said, looking at her hands gripping the armrests. "Now that we're in the air, you're
really relaxed."

 She had small hands with short, neat, efficient-looking nails. Her fingers were slender but strong. They
were good hands, capable hands. She may not have been able to palm a basketball, but neither could



most of the rest of the world. He liked the way his hand had engulfed hers. He knew he'd like the
sensation of their fingers laced together.

 "I am relaxed," she protested. "You know, all I'd have to do is close my eyes, and I'd be asleep in five
minutes. Less."

 "That's not relaxed," he scoffed. "That's defensive unconsciousness. You know you're stuck in this plane
until we land in Phoenix. There's no way out, so your body just shuts down. Little kids do it all the time
when they get really mad or upset. I've seen Frankie Catalanotto do it—he's getting into that terrible-two
thing early. One second he's screaming the walls down because he can't have another cookie, and the
next he's sound asleep on the living room rug. It's like someone threw a switch. It's a defence
mechanism."

 "I love it when you compare me to a child going through the terrible twos."

 "You want me to buy you a beer, little girl?"

 She gave him something resembling a genuine smile. "On a six-thirty-in-the-morning flight...?"

 "Whatever works."

 "I usually bring my Walkman and a book on tape," P.J. told him. "And I listen to that while I catch up on
paperwork. Can't do too many things and maintain a high level of terror all at the same time."

 Harvard nodded. "You cope. You do what you have to do when you have no choice. But every now
and then you can let yourself get away with holding onto someone's hand."

 P.J. shook her head. "I've never felt I could afford that luxury." She looked away, as if she knew she
might have said too much.

 And Harvard was suddenly aware of all the things he didn't know about this woman. She'd told him a
little—just a little-about her wretched childhood. He also knew she had huge amounts of willpower and
self-control. And drive. She had more drive and determination than most of the SEAL candidates he saw
going through BUD/S training in Coronado.

 "Why'd you join FInCOM?" he asked. "And I'm betting it wasn't to collect all those frequent-flyer
miles."

 That got him the smile he was hoping for. P.J. had a great smile, but often it was fleeting. She narrowed
her eyes as she caught her lower lip between her teeth, pondering his question.

 "I don't really know why," she told him. "It's not like I wanted to be a FInCOM agent from the time I
was five or anything like that. I went to college to study law. But I found that achingly boring. I had just
switched to a business program when I was approached by a FInCOM recruitment team. I listened to
what they had to say, taking all the glory and excitement they told me about with a grain of salt, of
course, but..."

 She shrugged expressively. "I took the preliminary tests kind of as a lark. But each test I passed, each
higher level I progressed to, I realized that maybe I was onto something here. I had these instincts—this
was something I was naturally good at. It was kind of like picking up a violin and realizing I could play an
entire Mozart concerto. It was cool. It wasn't long before I really started to care about getting into the



FInCOM program. And then I was hooked."

 She looked at him. "How about you? Why'd you decide to join the Navy? You told me you were
planning to be some kind of college professor right up until the time you graduated from Harvard."

 "English lit," Harvard told her. "Just like my daddy."

 She was leaning against the headrest of her seat, turned slightly to face him, legs curled underneath her.
She was wearing a trim-fitting pair of chinos and a shirt that, although similar to the cut of the T-shirts she
normally wore, was made with some kind of smooth, flowing, silky material. It clung to her body
enticingly, shimmering very slightly whenever she moved. It looked exotically soft, decadently sensuous.
Harvard would have given two weeks' pay just to touch the sleeve.

 "So what happened?" she asked.

 "You really want to know?" he asked. "The real story, not the version I told my parents?"

 He had her full attention. She nodded, eyes wide and waiting.

 "It was about a week and a half after college graduation," Harvard told her. "I took a road trip to New
York City with a bunch of guys from school. Brian Bradford's sister Ashley was singing in some chorus
that was appearing at Carnegie Hall, so he was going down to see that, and Todd Wright was going
along with him because he was perpetually chasing fair Ashley. Ash only got two comps, so the rest of us
were going to hang at Stu Waterman's father's place uptown. We were going to spend two or three days
camping out on Waterman's living room rug, doing the city. We figured we'd catch a show or two, do
some club-hopping, just breathe in that smell of money down on Wall Street. We were Harvard grads
and we owned the world. Or so I thought."

 "Uh-oh," P.J. said. "What happened?"

 "We pulled into town around sundown, dropped Bri and Todd off near Carnegie Hall, you know,
cleaned 'em up a little, brushed their hair and made sure they had the Watermans' address and their
names pinned to their jackets. Stu and Ng and I got something to eat and headed over to Stu's place.
We knew Todd and Brian weren't going to be back until late, so we decided to go out. I saw in the
paper that Danilo Perez's band was playing at a little club across town. He's this really hot jazz pianist.
He'd gotten pretty massive airplay on the jazz station in Cambridge, but I'd never seen him live, so I was
psyched to go. But Stu and Ng wanted to see a movie. So we split up. They went their way, I went
mine."

 P.J.'s eyes were as warm as the New York City night Harvard had found himself walking around in all
those years ago.

 "The concert was out of this world," he told her. "What happened after it wasn't, but I'll never regret
going out there. I stayed until they shut the bar down, until Danilo stopped playing, and even then I hung
for a while and talked to the band. Their jazz was so fresh, so happening. You know, with some bands,
you get this sense that they're just ghosts—they're just playing what the big boys played back in the
thirties. And other bands, they're trying so hard to be out there, to be on the cutting edge, they lose touch
with the music."

 "So what happened after you left the club?" P.J. asked.



 Harvard laughed ruefully. "Yeah, I'm getting to the nasty part of the story, so I'm going off on a
tangent—trying to avoid the subject by giving you some kind of lecture on jazz, aren't I?"

 She nodded.

 He touched her sleeve with one finger. "I like that shirt. Did I tell you I like that shirt?"

 "Thank you," she said. "What happened when you left the club?"

 "All right." He drew in a deep breath and blew it out through his mouth. "It's about two-thirty, quarter to
three in the morning, and I'd put in a call to Stu at around two, and he'd told me no sweat, they were still
up, take my time heading back, but I'm thinking that a considerate houseguest doesn't roll in after three. I
figure I better hurry, catch a cab. I try, but after I leave the club, every taxi I see just slows, checks me
out, then rolls on by. I figure it's the way I'm dressed-jams and T-shirt and Nikes. Nothing too out there,
but I'm not looking too fresh, either. I don't look like a Harvard grad. I look like some black kid who's
out much too late.

 "So okay. Cab's not gonna stop for me. It ticks me off, but it's not the end of the world. It's not like it's
the first time that ever happened. Anyway, I'd spent four years on the Harvard crew team, and I'm in
really good shape, so I figure, it's only a few miles. I'll run."

 Harvard could see from the look in P.J.'s eyes that she knew exactly what he was going to say next.
"Yeah," he said. "That's right You guessed it. I haven't gone more than four blocks before a police car
pulls up alongside me, starts pacing me. Seems that the sight of a black man running in that part of town is
enough to warrant a closer look."

 "You didn't grow up in the city," P.J. said. "If you had, you would have known not to run."

 "Oh, I knew not to run. I may have been a suburb boy, but I'd been living in Cambridge for four years.
But these streets were so empty, I was sure I'd see a patrol car coming. I was careless. Or maybe I'd
just had one too many beers. Anyway, I stop running, and they're asking me who I am, where I've been,
where I'm going, why I'm running. They get out of the squad car, and it's clear that they don't believe a
single word I'm saying, and I'm starting to get annoyed. And righteous. And I'm telling them that the only
reason they even stopped their car was because I'm an African American man. I'm starting to dig in deep
to the subject of the terrible injustice of a social system that could allow such prejudice to occur, and as
I'm talking, I'm reaching into my back pocket for my wallet, intending to show these skeptical SOBs my
Harvard University ID card, and all of a sudden, I'm looking down the barrel of not one, but two very
large police-issue handguns.

 "And my mind just goes blank. I mean, I've been stopped and questioned before. This was not the first
time that had happened. But the guns were new. The guns were something I hadn't encountered before.

 "So these guys are shouting at me to get my hands out of my pockets and up where they can see them,
and I look at them, and I see the whites of their eyes. They are terrified, their fingers twitching and
shaking on the triggers of hand guns that are big enough to blow a hole in me no surgeon could ever stitch
up. And I'm standing there, and I think, damn. I think, this is it. I'm going to die. Right here, right
now—simply because I am a black man in an American city.

 "I put my hands up and they're shouting for me to get onto the ground, so I do. They search me-scrape
my face on the concrete while they're doing it—and I'm just lying there thinking, I have a diploma from
Harvard University, but it doesn't mean jack out here. I have an IQ that could gain me admission to the



damn Mensa Society, but that's not what people see when they look at me. They can't see any of that.
They can only see the colour of my skin. They see a six-foot-five black man. They see someone they
think might be armed and dangerous."

 He was quiet, remembering how the police had let him go, how they'd let him off with a warning. They'd
let him off. They hadn't given him more than a cursory apology. His cheek was scraped and bleeding and
they'd acted as if he'd been the one in the wrong. He had sat on the curb for a while, trying to make
sense of what had just happened.

 "I'd heard about the SEALs. I guess I must've seen something about the units on TV, and I'd read their
history-about the Frogmen and the Underwater Demolition Teams in World War Two. I admired the
SEALs for all the risks involved in their day-to-day life, and I guess I'd always thought maybe in some
other lifetime it might've been something I would like to have done. But I remember sitting there on that
sidewalk in New York City after that patrol car had pulled away, thinking, damn. The average life
expectancy for a black man in an American city is something like twenty-three very short years. The
reality of that had never fully kicked in before, but it did that night. And I thought, hell, I'm at risk just
walking around.

 "It was only sheer luck I didn't pull my wallet out of my back pocket when those policemen were
shouting for me to put my hands in the air. If I had done that, and if one of those men had thought that
wallet was a weapon, I would've been dead. Twenty-two years old. Another sad statistic.

 "I thought about that sitting there. I thought, yeah, I could play it safe and not go out at night. Or I could
do what my father did and hide in some nice well-to-do suburb. Or I could join the Navy and become a
SEAL, and at least that way the risks I took day after day would be worth something."

 Harvard let himself drown for a few moments in P.J.'s eyes. "The next morning, I found a recruiting
office, and I joined my Uncle Sam's Navy. The rest, as they say, is history."

 P J. reached across the armrest and took his hand.

 He looked at her fingers, so slender and small compared to his. "This for me or for you?"

 "It's for you and me," she told him. "It's for both of us."

  

 Harvard's mother smelled like cinnamon. She smelled like the fragrant air outside the bakery P.J. used to
walk past on her way to school in third grade, before her grandmother died.

 The entire house smelled wonderful. Something incredible was happening in the kitchen. Something that
involved the oven and a cookbook and lots of sugar and spice.

 Ellie Becker had P.J. by one hand and her son by the other, giving them a tour of her new house. Boxes
were stacked in all the rooms except the huge kitchen, which was pristine and completely unpacked.

 It was like the kitchens P.J. had seen on TV sitcoms. The floor was earth-tone-coloured Mexican tile.
The counters and appliances were gleaming white, the cabinets natural wood. There was an extra sink in
a workstation island in the centre of the room, and enough space for a big kitchen table that looked as if
it could seat a dozen guests, no problem.



 "This was the room that sold us on this house," Ellie said. "This is the kitchen I've been dreaming about
for the past twenty years."

 Harvard looked exactly like his mother. Oh, he was close to a foot and a half taller and not quite as
round in certain places, but he had her smile and the same sparkle in his eyes.

 "This is a beautiful house," P.J. told Ellie.

 It was gorgeous. Brand-new, with a high ceiling in the living room, with thick-pile carpeting and freshly
painted walls, it had been built in the single-story Spanish style so popular in the Southwest.

 Ellie was looking at Harvard. "What do you think?"

 He kissed her. "I think it's perfect. I think I want to know if those are cinnamon buns I smell baking in
the oven, and if the chocolate chip cookies cooling on the rack over there are up for grabs."

 She laughed. "Yes and yes."

 "Check this out," Harvard said, handing P.J. a cookie.

 She took a bite.

 Harvard's mother actually baked. The cookies were impossibly delicious. She didn't doubt the cinnamon
buns in the oven would taste as good as they smelled.

 Harvard's mother did more than bake. She smiled nearly all the time, even when she wept upon seeing
her son. She was the embodiment of joy and warmth, friendly enough to give welcoming hugs to
strangers her son dragged home with him.

 P.J. couldn't wait to meet Harvard's father.

 "Kendra and the twins will be coming for dinner," Ellie told Harvard. "Robby can't make it. He's got to
work." She turned to P.J. "Kendra is one of Daryl's sisters. She is going to be so pleased to meet you.
I'm so pleased to meet you." She hugged P.J. again. "Aren't you just the sweetest, cutest little thing?"

 "Careful, Mom," Harvard said dryly. "That sweet, cute little thing is a FInCOM field operative."

 Ellie pulled back to look at P.J. "You're one of the agents being trained for this special counterterrorist
thingy Daryl's working on?"

 "Yeah, she's one of the special four chosen to be trained as counterterrorist thingy agents," Harvard
teased.

 "Well, what would you call it? You have nicknames for everything-not to mention all those technical
terms and acronyms. LANTFLT, and NAVSPECWARGRU, and...oh; I can never keep any of that
Navy-speak straight."

 Harvard laughed. "Team, Mom. The official technical Navy-speak term for this thingy is counterterrorist
team."

 Ellie looked at P.J. "I've never met a real FInCOM agent before. You don't look anything like the ones



I've seen on TV."

 "Maybe if she put on a dark suit and sunglasses."

 P.J. gave him a withering look, and Harvard laughed, taking another cookie from the rack and holding it
out to her. She shook her head. They were too damn good.

 "Do you have a gun and everything?" Ellie asked P.J.

 "It's called a weapon, Mom. And not only does she have one," Harvard told her, his mouth full of
cookie, "but she knows how to use it. She's the best shooter I've met in close to ten years. She's good at
all the other stuff, too. In fact, if the four superfinks were required to go through BUD/S training, I'm sure
P.J. would be the last one standing."

 Ellie whistled. "For him to say that, you must be good."

 P J. smiled into those warm brown eyes that were so like Harvard's. "I am, thank you. But I wouldn't be
the last one standing. I'd be the last one running."

 "You go, girl!" Ellie laughed in delight. She looked at Harvard. "Self-confident and decisive. I like her."

 "I knew you would." Harvard held out another handful of cookies to P J. She hesitated only briefly
before she took one, smiling her thanks, and he smiled back, losing himself for a moment in her eyes.

 This was okay. This wasn't anywhere near as hard as he'd dreaded it would be. This house was a little
too squeaky clean and new, with no real personality despite the jaunty angle to the living room ceiling, but
his mother was happy here, that much was clear. And P J. was proving to be an excellent distraction. It
was hard to focus on the fact that Phoenix, Arizona, was about as different from Hingham,
Massachusetts, as a city could possibly be when he was expending so many brain cells memorizing the
way P.J.'s silken shirt seemed to flow and cling to her shoulders and breasts. There was a ten-year-old
boy inside him ready to mourn the passing of an era. But that boy was being shouted down by the
thirty-six-year-old full-grown man who, although desperately wanting sheer, heart-stopping, teeth-rattling
sex, was oddly satisfied and fulfilled by just a smile.

 He couldn't wait until the flight back tomorrow afternoon. If he played his cards right, maybe P.J. would
hold his hand again.

 The absurdity of what he was thinking—that he was wildly anticipating holding a woman's hand—made
him laugh out loud.

 "What's so funny?" his mother asked.

 "I'm just...glad to be here." Harvard gave her a quick hug. "Glad to have a few days off." He looked at
P.J. and smiled. "Just glad." He turned to his mother. "Where's Daddy? It's too hot for him to be out
playing golf."

 "He had a meeting at school. He should be back pretty soon—he's going to be so surprised to see you."
The oven timer buzzed, and Ellie peeked inside. Using hot mitts, she transferred the pan of fragrant buns
to a cooling rack. "Why don't you bring your bags in from the car?"

 "We were thinking we'd get a couple hotel rooms," Harvard told her. "You don't need the hassle of



houseguests right now."

 "Nonsense." She made a face at him. "We've got plenty of space. As long as you don't mind the stacks
of boxes..."

 "I wasn't sure you'd have the spare sheets unpacked." Harvard leaned against the kitchen counter. "And
even if you did, you surely don't need the extra laundry. I think you've probably got enough to do around
here for the next two months."

 "Don't you worry about that." His mother glanced quickly from him to P.J. and back. "Unless you'd
rather stay at a hotel."

 Harvard knew the words his mother hadn't said. For privacy. He knew she hadn't missed the fact that
he'd said they'd get hotel rooms, plural. And he knew she hadn't missed the fact that he'd introduced P.J.
to her as his friend—the prefix girl intentionally left off. But he also knew for damn sure his mother hadn't
missed all those goofy smiles he was sending in P.J.'s direction.

 There were a million questions in his mother's eyes, but he trusted her not to ask them in front of P.J.
She could embarrass and tease him all she wanted when they were alone, but she was a smart lady and
she knew when and where to draw the line.

 "Hey, whose car is in the drive?"

 Harvard couldn't believe the difference between the old man he'd seen in the hospital and the man who
came through the kitchen door. His father looked fifteen years younger. The fact that he was wearing a
Chicago White Sox baseball cap and a pair of plaid golfing shorts only served to take another few years
off him.

 "Daryl! Yes! I was hoping it was you!"

 Harvard didn't even bother to pretend to shake his father's hand. He just pulled the old man in close for
a hug as he felt his eyes fill with tears. He'd been more than half afraid that, despite his mother's optimistic
reports, he'd find his father looking old and grey and overweight, like another heart attack waiting to
happen. Instead, he looked more alive than he had in years. "Daddy, damn! You look good!"

 "I've lost twenty pounds. Thirty more to go." His father kissed him on the cheek and patted him on the
shoulder, not having missed the shine of emotion in Harvard's eyes. "I'm all right now, kid," the elder
Becker said quietly to his son. "I'm following the doctor's orders. No more red meat, no more pipe, no
more bacon and eggs, lots of exercise—although not as much as you get, I'm willing to bet, huh? You're
looking good, yourself, as usual."

 Harvard gave his father one more hug before pulling away. P.J.'s eyes were wide, and she quickly
glanced away, as if she suddenly realized that she'd been staring.

 "Dad, I want you to meet P.J. Richards. She's with FInCOM. We've been working together, and we've
become pretty good friends. We got a couple days of leave, so I dragged her out here with me. P.J.,
meet my dad, Medgar Becker."

 Dr. Becker held out his hand to P.J. "It's very nice to meet you—P.J. is it?"

 "That's right," P.J. said. "But actually, believe it or not, Dr. Becker, we've met before." She looked



accusingly at Harvard. "You never told me your father was Dr. Medgar Becker."

 He laughed. "You know my father?"

 "Oh!" Ellie said. "It's the small-world factor kicking in! Everyone's connected somehow. You've just got
to dig a little bit to find the way."

 "Well, you don't have to dig very far for this connection," P.J. said with a smile. She looked at Dr.
Becker, who was still holding her hand, eyes narrowed slightly as he gazed at her. "You probably don't
recall—"

 "Washington, D.C.," he said. "I do remember you. We got into a big debate over Romeo and Juliet."

 "I can't believe you remember that!" she said with a laugh.

 "I've done similar lectures for years, but you're the only student who's asked a question and then stood
there and vehemently disagreed with me after I gave my answer." Harvard's father kissed P.J.'s hand. "I
never knew your name, kiddo, but I certainly remember you."

 "Dr. Becker was a guest lecturer at our university," P.J. explained to Harvard. "One of my roommates
was an English lit major, and she, um, persuaded me to come along to his lecture."

 "I remember thinking, "This one's going to be somebody someday,'" Dr. Becker said.

 "Well, thank you," P.J. said gracefully.

 "You know, I've been thinking about everything you said for years, about wanting the language of the
play to be updated and modernized," Dr. Becker said, pulling P.J. with him toward his office, "about how
the play was originally written for the people, and how because the language we speak and understand
has changed so much since it was written, it's lost the audience that would relate to and benefit from the
story the most."

 Harvard stood with his mother and watched as P.J. glanced at him and smiled before his father pulled
her out of sight.

 "I love her smile." He wasn't aware he'd spoken aloud until his mother spoke.

 "Yeah, she's got a good one." She chuckled, shaking her head at the sound of her husband's voice, still
lecturing from the other end of the house. "You know, he's been acting a little strange lately. I've chalked
it up to his having a near-death experience and then losing all that weight. It's as if he's gotten a second
wind. I like it. Most of the time. But I might be a little worried about his interest in that girl of yours—if it
wasn't more than obvious that she's got it way bad for you."

 "Oh, no," Harvard said. "We're friends. That's all. She's not mine—I'm not looking for her to become
mine, either."

 "Bring your bags in from the car," Ellie said. "You two can have the rooms with the connecting bath."
She smiled conspiratorially. "Sometimes these things need a little help."

 "I don't need any help," Harvard said indignantly. "And I especially don't need any help from my
mother."



 Chapter 11

 P.J. found Harvard standing on the deck, elbows on the railing, looking at the nearly full moon.

 She closed the sliding doors behind her.

 "Hey," Harvard said without turning.

 "Hey, yourself," she said, moving to stand next to him. The night was almost oppressively hot. It was an
odd sensation, almost like standing in an oven. Even in the sweatbox that D.C. became in the summer,
there was at least a hint of coolness in the air after the sun went down. "I've been wanting to ask you
about what you said tonight to your sister—to Kendra?"

 He looked at her. "You mean when she was making all that noise about how dangerous your job must
be?"

 P.J. nodded. Kendra had made such a fuss over the fact that P.J.'s job put her into situations where bad
guys with weapons sometimes fired those weapons at her. Her arguments why women shouldn't have
dangerous jobs were the same ones Harvard had fired off at P.J. the first few times they'd gone
head-to-head. But to P.J.'s absolute surprise, Harvard had stepped up to defend her.

 He'd told his sister in no uncertain terms that P.J. was damn good at what she did. He'd told them all that
she was tougher and stronger than most men he knew. And then he'd made a statement that had come
close to putting P.J. into total shock.

 Harvard had announced he would pick P.J. as his partner over almost any man he knew.

 "Did you really mean that?" P.J. asked him now.

 "Of course, I meant it. I said it, didn't I?"

 "I thought maybe you were just, you know..."

 "Lying?"

 She could see the nearly full moon reflected in his eyes. "Being polite. Being chivalrous. I don't know. I
didn't know what to think."

 "Yeah, well, I meant what I said. I like you and I trust you."

 "You trust me. Enough to really believe that I'm not someone you need to protect?"

 He wanted to tell her yes. She could see it in his eyes. But she could also see indecision. And he didn't
try to pretend he wasn't sure.

 "I'm still working on that," he told her. "I'll tell you this much, though—I'm looking forward to the next
few days. It's going to be fun going into the field with you—even if it's only for a training scenario."

 P.J. met his gaze steadily, warmed by the fact that he'd been honest with her. She was also impressed
that he'd confronted his prejudices about working a dangerous job alongside a woman and had managed



to set his preconceived notions aside. His opinion on the subject had turned a complete one-eighty.

 "Senior Chief, I'm honoured," she told him.

 Senior Chief.

 The title sat between them as if it were a barricade. She'd used it purposely, and she knew from the way
he smiled very slightly that he knew it.

 The moonlight, the look in his eyes, the heat of the night and the way she was feeling were all way too
intense.

 She looked over the railing. The Beckers' small backyard abutted a golf course. The gently rolling hills
looked alien and otherworldly in the moonlight. The distant sand traps reflected the light and seemed to
glitter.

 "They gave up an ocean view for this," Harvard said with a soft laugh. "There's still a part of me that's in
shock."

 "You know, I spent about forty minutes in the garage tonight with your father, and he didn't mention
Shakespeare once. He spent the entire time showing off his new golf clubs." P.J. turned to look at him. "I
suspect he likes this view much better than the view of the ocean he had in Massachusetts. And I know
your mother loves having those adorable nieces of yours within a short car ride."

 "You're right." Harvard sighed. "I'm the one who loves the... ocean. My father just tolerated it. My
father." He shook his head. "God—I can't believe how good he looks. Last time I saw him, I was sure
we'd be burying him within the next two years. But now he looks like he's ready to go another sixty."

 P.J. glanced at him, thinking about the way his eyes had filled with tears when his father had walked in
this afternoon. She hadn't believed it at first. Tears. In Senior Chief Becker's eyes.

 She remembered how surprised she'd been when she'd found out Harvard had a family. A father. A
mother. Sisters.

 He'd come across as so stern and strong, so formidable, so completely in charge. But he was more than
that. He listened when other people spoke. His confidence was based on intelligence and experience, not
conceit, as she'd first believed He was funny and smart and completely, totally together.

 And one of the things that had helped him become this completely, totally together man was his family's
love and affection.

 It was a love and affection Harvard returned unconditionally.

 What would it have been like to grow up with that kind of love? What would it be like to be loved that
way now?

 P.J. knew Harvard wanted her physically. But what if—what if he wanted more?

 The thought was both exhilarating and terrifying.

 But totally absurd. He'd told her point-blank he wanted friendship. Friendship, with some sex on the



side. Nothing that went any further or deeper.

 "Your family is really great," she told him.

 He glanced at her, amusement dancing in his eyes. "Kendra's ready to join with Mom and Daddy and
become co-presidents of your official fan club. After she came at you with her antigun speech, you know,
after she said the only time she could ever imagine picking up a gun was to defend her children, and then
you said, 'That's what I do.'" He imitated her rather well. '"Every day when I go to work, I pick up my
gun because I'm helping to defend your children.' After that, Kendra pulled me aside and gave me
permission to marry you."

 P.J.'s heart did a flip-flop in her chest. But he was teasing. He was only teasing. He was no more
interested in getting married than she was. And she was not interested.

 She kept her voice light. "I'm too old for adoption. The way I see it, marrying you is the only way I'm
going to get into this family, so watch out," she teased back. "If I could only find the time, I might
consider it."

 Harvard laughed as he glanced over his shoulder in mock fear. "We better not joke about this too
loudly. If my mother overhears, she's liable to take us seriously. And then, by this time tomorrow, our
engagement picture will be in the newspaper. She'll be finalizing the guest list with one hand, signing a
contract with a caterer with the other and 'helping' you pick out a wedding gown all at the same
time—and by helping, I mean she'll really be trying to pick it out for you."

 P.J. played along. "As long as it's cut so I can wear my shoulder holster."

 "The bride wore Smith and Wesson. The groom preferred an HK MP5 room broom. It was a match
made in hardware heaven."

 She laughed. "They spent their wedding night at the firing range."

 "No, I don't think so." Something in his voice had changed, and as P.J. glanced at Harvard, the mood
shifted. Laughter still danced in his eyes, but there was something else there, too. Something hot and
dangerous. Something that echoed the kiss they'd shared on jump day. Something that made her want to
think, and think long and hard, about her reasons for avoiding intimate relationships.

 Wedding night. God, she hadn't been thinking clearly. If she had, she certainly wouldn't have brought
that up.

 She cleared her throat. "Your mother told me to tell you she and your dad were heading to bed," she
said. "She wanted me to ask you to lock up and turn out the lights when you come in."

 Harvard glanced at his watch as he turned to face her, one elbow still on the railing. With his other hand
he reached out and lightly touched the sleeve of her shirt, then the bare skin of her arm. "It's after twenty
three hundred. You want to go to bed?"

 It was an innocent enough question, but combined with the warmth in his eyes and the light pressure of
his fingers on her arm, it took on an entirely more complicated meaning.

 He trailed his hand down to her hand and laced their fingers together. "I know—I promised no
pressure," he continued, "and there is no pressure. It just suddenly occurred to me that I'd be a fool not



to check and see if somehow between last night and tonight you've maybe changed your mind."

 "Nothing's changed," she whispered. But everything had changed. This man had turned her entire world
upside down. More than just a tiny part of her wanted to be with him. A great deal more. And if they'd
been anywhere in the world besides his mother and father's house, she might well be tempted to give in,
and God knows that would be a major mistake.

 She couldn't let herself become involved with this man—at least not until the training mission was over.
At the very least, she couldn't afford to have anyone believe she'd succeeded in the intensively
competitive program because she'd slept with Alpha Squad's Senior Chief.

 Including herself.

 And after this project was over, she'd have to search long and hard within herself to find out what it was
she truly wanted.

 Right now, she was almost certain what she wanted was him. Almost certain.

 "Nothing's changed," she said again, louder, trying to make herself believe it, too. Almost wasn't going to
cut it.

 Harvard nodded, and then he leaned toward her.

 P.J. knew he was going to kiss her. He took his time. He even stopped halfway to her lips, searched her
eyes and smiled before continuing.

 And she—she didn't stop him. She didn't back away. She didn't even say anything like, 'Hey, Holmes,
you better not be about to kiss me.' She just stood there like an idiot, waiting for him to do it.

 His first kiss was one of those sweet ones he seemed to specialize in—the kind that made her heart
pound and her knees grow weak. But then he kissed her again, longer, deeper, possessively, sweeping
his tongue into her mouth as if it were his mouth, his to do with what he pleased. He pulled her into his
arms, holding her close, settling his lips over hers as if he had no intention of leaving any time soon.

 P.J. would have been indignant—but the truth was, she didn't want his mouth to be anywhere but where
it was right that moment. She wanted him to kiss her. She loved the feel of his arms around her. His arms
were so big, so powerful, yet capable of holding her so tenderly.

 So she stood there, in the Arizona moonlight, on the back deck of his parents' new house, and she
kissed him, too.

 Harvard pulled away first, drawing in a deep breath and letting it out fast. "Oh, boy. That wasn't meant
to be any kind of pressure," he told her. He sounded as out of breath as she felt. "That was just supposed
to be a friendly reminder—like, hey, don't forget how good we could be together."

 "I haven't forgotten." P.J.'s mouth went dry as she looked at him, and she nervously wet her lips.

 "Oh, damn," he breathed, and kissed her again.

 This time she could taste his hunger. This time he inhaled her, and she drank him in just as thirstily.



 She pulled him close, her arms around his shoulders, his neck—God, there was so much of him to hold
on to. She felt his hands sliding down her back, felt the taut muscles of his powerful thighs against her legs
as she tried to get even closer to this man she'd come to care so much about.

 "Oh, God," she gasped, pulling his head down for another soul-shattering kiss when he would have
stopped. She didn't care anymore. She didn't care about the fact that they were here, at his mother's
house. She didn't care about the potential damage to her reputation. She didn't care that she was taking
an entire lifetime of caution and restraint and throwing it clear out the window.

 She shook as he trailed his mouth down her neck, as his hand cupped her breast, as sensations she'd
never dreamed possible made her lose all sense of coherent thought.

 "We should stop," Harvard murmured, kissing P.J. again. But she didn't pull away. She opened herself
to him, welcoming his kisses with an ardour that took his breath away. She was on fire, and he was the
man who'd started the blaze.

 But even as he shifted his weight slightly, subtly manoeuvring his thigh between her legs, even as he ran
his hands across her perfect body, he knew he shouldn't. He should be backing off, not driving this highly
explosive situation dangerously close to the point of no return.

 But she tasted like the mocha-flavoured coffee they'd shared with his parents just a short time ago, after
his sister and the twins had left. And he could feel her heat through the thin cotton of her chinos as she
pressed herself against his thigh.

 Harvard swept her into his arms, and he could see a myriad of emotions in her eyes. Fear swirled
together with anticipation, both fuelled powerfully by desire.

 She wanted him. She might be scared, but she truly wanted him.

 He glanced at his watch again. There was time. They still had enough time.

 He could carry her into the house, take her into his parents' guest room, and he could become her first
lover.

 She could have had anyone, but she'd picked him to be her first.

 That knowledge was a powerful aphrodisiac, and it made a difficult decision even harder to carry out.

 But the truth was, he had no choice.

 Yeah, he could have her tonight. He could continue to sweep her off her feet, to seduce her, with her
own desire and need working as his ally. She would come willingly to his bed, and he could show her
everything she'd been missing all these years.

 He kissed her again, then set her gently in one of the deck chairs and walked all the way to the other
side of the porch.

 Or he could keep the promise that he'd made to her this morning.

 "I wasn't playing fair," he said. His voice came out a husky growl-part man, part beast. "I knew if I
kissed you long enough and hard enough and deeply enough, you'd go up in flames. I'm sorry."



 He heard her draw in a long, deep, shaky breath. She let it out in a burst of air. ''That was..." She
stopped, started again. "I was..." Another pause. "I wanted..." A longer pause. "I thought... I'm really
confused, Daryl. What just happened here? You don't really want to be with me?"

 Harvard turned toward her, shocked she could think that. "No! Damn, woman, look at me. Look at just
how much I allegedly don't want to be with you!"

 She looked.

 He stepped closer, and she looked again, her gaze lingering on the front of his fatigues. His erection
made an already snug pair of pants even tighter. And the fact that she was looking with such wide eyes
made it even worse.

 "I'm trying to be a hero here," Harvard told her, his voice cracking slightly. "I'm trying to do the right
thing. I want to make love to you more than you will ever know, but you know what? There's something
I want even more than that. I want to be sure that when we do make love, you're gonna wake up in the
morning and not have one single, solitary regret."

 She looked away from him, guilt in her eyes, and he knew—as hard as this was—that he was doing the
right thing.

 "I'm not sure I'll ever be able to give you those kind of guarantees," she said quietly.

 "I think you will," he countered. "And I've got time. I'm willing to wait." He laughed softly. "Hopefully, it
won't take you another twenty-five years."

 She glanced at him, then her eyes dropped again to the front of his pants. She laughed nervously. "I've
never known a man well enough before to ask him this, but...doesn't that hurt?"

 Harvard sat carefully in the other deck chair. "It's uncomfortable, that's for damn sure."

 "I'm sorry."

 "Like hell you are. I see you over there, laughing at me."

 "It just seems so embarrassingly inconvenient. I mean, what happens if you're in a meeting with some
admiral and you start thinking about—"

 "You don't," Harvard interrupted.

 "But what if you forget and just start daydreaming or something and, oops, there you are. Larger than
life, so to speak."

 Harvard ran his hands down his face. "Then I guess you quickly start doing calculus problems in your
head. Or you sit down fast and hope no one noticed your... situation."

 Her smoky laughter wrapped around him in the moonlight. He could see her watching him. She'd curled
up on her side in the chair, one hand beneath her face, her legs tucked up to her chest.

 He could have had her. He could have carried her inside and he would be with her in his bedroom right



now. That same moonlight would be streaming in through the window, caressing her naked body as he
held her gaze and slowly filled her.

 Harvard drew in a deep breath. He couldn't let himself think about that. Not tonight. It wasn't going to
happen tonight. But it was going to happen. He was going to make damn sure of that.

 "May I ask you something else?" she asked.

 "Yeah, as long as you don't ask me to kiss you again. I think I can only be strong like this once a night."

 "No, this is another penis question."

 Harvard cracked up. "Oh, good, because, you know, penis questions are my specialty."

 "Promise you won't laugh at me?"

 "I promise."

 "You're laughing right now," she accused him.

 "I'm stopping. See? I'm serious. I'm ready for this really serious penis question." He snorted with
laughter.

 "Fine. Laugh at me." She sat up. "It's a stupid question anyway, and if I weren't so damned repressed,
I'd have already learned the answer through experience."

 "Lady, you're not repressed. Overly cautious, maybe, but definitely not repressed."

 "It's about the size thing," she told him, and he realized she wasn't joking. "I mean, I know about sex. I
know a lot about sex. I mean, I may be inexperienced, but I'm not exactly innocent. I know the
mechanics-I've seen movies, I've read books, I've heard talk, I've certainly thought about it enough. And,
you know, everyone always says size doesn't matter, but I think they're talking about when a man is
small, and that's definitely not the issue here. Obviously. But I've seen small women and large men
together all the time, so I know it must work, but how on earth..." She trailed off.

 She was serious. Harvard knew he should say something, but he wasn't sure what.

 "I'm only five-one-and-a-half," she continued. "I lied. I round up to make it five-two. I buy my clothes
from the petite rack in the store. And petite is not the word I'd use to describe anything about you.
You're huge. All of you."

 Harvard couldn't keep from chuckling.

 She laughed, too, covering her face with her hands. "Oh, God, I knew it. You're laughing at me."

 "I'm laughing because I love the fact that you think of me that way. I'm laughing because this
conversation is doing nothing to help reduce my, um, current tension. In fact, I think I have to go inside
now so I can fill out my official application for sainthood."

 "Yeah, go on. Duck out. You just don't want to answer my question."



 He met her gaze and held it. "It's one of those things that's easier to show than tell and-You are really
pushing me to the wall tonight, lady. I can't even stand next to you without getting turned on, and here we
are, talking about making love. If I didn't know better, I would think you were some kind of tease, getting
an evil kick out of watching me squirm."

 Her tentative smile vanished instantly. "Daryl, I would never do that. I—"

 "Whoa," Harvard said, holding up his hands. "Yo, Ms. Much Too Serious, take a deep breath and relax.
I was kidding. A joke. Ha, ha. Out of all the two hundred sixty-seven billion women in the world, I'm
well aware that you rate two hundred sixty-seven billionth when it comes to being a tease. Which is why I
know when you start asking questions about size—" he couldn't hold back his giggle "—it's because you
seriously want to know." He giggled again.

 She shook her head. "You know, I've seen 'Beavis and Butthead,' and I thought it was just some
warped fictional exaggeration of male immaturity, but I can see now that the show is based on you."

 "Hey, I can't help it. The P word is a funny word. It's a friendly, happy, just plain silly word. And add on
top of that the absurdity of us sitting here and discussing the additional absurdity of whether or not I
would fit inside you... Damn!" He had to close his eyes at the sudden vivid visual images his words
brought to mind. He had to grit his teeth as he could almost feel himself buried deep inside her
satin-smooth heat. Never before had sheer paradise been so close and yet so far away.

 "Yes." He opened his eyes and looked straight at her. "I would. Fit. Inside you. Perfectly. You've got to
trust me on this one, P.J. As much as I'd love to go into the house and prove it to you, you're just going
to have to take my word for it. I've been with women who are small—maybe not as skinny as you, but
close enough. It works. Nature in action, you know? When-if-when... When we get to the point where
we actually get together, you don't have to worry about me hurting you—not that way."

 "I know it's going to hurt the first time," she told him. "At least a little bit."

 "Some women don't have a problem with that," he told her. "It's not uncommon for a
woman's...maidenhead to be already broken—"

 She laughed. "Maidenhead? Have you been reading Jane Austen again?"

 "It's better than cherry. Or hymen. Damn, who came up with that name?"

 "Dr. Hymen?"

 Harvard laughed. "Hell of a way to gain immortality." He felt his smile soften as he gazed at her. She was
sexy and bright and funny. He wanted this night to go on forever.

 She met his gaze steadily. "Unlike a Jane Austen heroine, I haven't had the opportunity to have many
horseback riding accidents. In fact, I've been to the doctor, and at last inventory, everything's still...
intact.''

 Harvard took a deep breath. "Okay. When you're ready, we'll do it fast. I promise it won't hurt a lot,
and I promise that it'll feel a whole lot better real soon after. If you only believe one thing I say, believe
that, okay?"

 She was silent for a moment, and then she nodded. "Okay."



 Harvard sat back in his chair in relief. "Thank God. Now can we move on to some safer topic like birth
control or safe sex."

 "Hmm..."

 "I was kidding," he said quickly. "No more penis questions of any kind, okay? At least not until
tomorrow." He looked at his watch: 2340.

 "What I really want to ask you now," P.J. said, her chin in the palm of her hand, elbow on the deck chair
armrest as she gazed at him, "is more personal."

 "More personal than..."

 "You know who I've been with. I'm curious about you. How many of those two hundred sixty-seven
billion women in the world have you taken to bed?"

 "Too many when I was younger. Not enough over the past few years. When I turned thirty, I started
getting really picky." Harvard shifted in his seat. "I haven't been in a relationship since this past winter. I
was with a woman—Ellen—for about four months. If you can call what we had a relationship."

 "Ellen." P.J. rolled the name off her tongue, as if trying it out. "What was she like?"

 "Smart and upwardly mobile. She was a lawyer at some big firm in D.C. She didn't have time for a
husband—or even a real boyfriend, for that matter. She was totally in love with her career. But she was
pretty, and she was willing—when she found the time. It was fun for a while."

 "So you've been with, what? Forty women? Four hundred women? More?"

 He laughed. "I haven't kept a count or cut notches into my belt or anything like that. I don't know. There
was only one that ever really mattered."

 "Not Ellen."

 "Nope."

 "Someone who tragically broke your heart."

 Harvard smiled. "It seemed pretty tragic at the time."

 "What was her name? Do you mind talking about her?"

 "Rachel, and no, I don't mind. It was years ago. I thought she was The One—you know, capital T,
capital O—but her husband didn't agree."

 P.J. winced. "Ouch." She narrowed her eyes. "What were you doing, messing with a married woman?"

 "I didn't know," Harvard admitted. "I mean, I knew she was separated and filing for a divorce. What I
didn't realize was that she was still in love with her ex. He cheated on her, and she left him and there I
was, ready to take up the slack. Looking back, it's so clear that she was using me as a kind of revenge
relationship. It was ironic, really. First time in my life I actually get involved, and it turned out she's using



me to get back at her husband."

 He shook his head. "I'm making her sound nasty, but she was this really sweet girl. I don't think she did
any of it on purpose. She used me to feel better, and she ended up in this place where she could forgive
him." He smiled, because for the first time since it had happened, he was talking about it, and it didn't
hurt. "I was clueless, though. Alpha Squad got called to the Middle East—this was during Desert Shield.
I didn't even get to say goodbye to her. When I came home months later, she'd already moved back in
with Larry. Talk about a shock. Needless to say, the entire relationship had a certain lack of closure to it.
It took me a while to make any sense of it."

 "Some things just never make sense."

 "It makes perfect sense now. If I'd hooked up with Rachel, I wouldn't be here with you."

 P.J. looked at her sneakers for a moment before meeting his gaze again. "You're good at sweet talk,
aren't you?"

 "I've never had a problem with words," he admitted.

 "You can fly a plane. You can operate any kind of boat that floats, you jump out of planes without
getting tangled in trees, you run faster and shoot better than anyone I've ever met, you graduated from
Harvard at the top of your class, you're a Senior Chief in the Navy SEALs, and you're something of a
poet, to boot. Is there anything you can't do?"

 He thought about it for only a moment. "I absolutely cannot infiltrate a camp of Swedish terrorists."

 P.J. stared at him. And then she started to laugh. "Larry must be something else if Rachel gave up you
for him."

 Harvard looked at his watch, then stood and crossed the deck toward her. He pushed her legs aside
with his hips as he sat on her chair, pinning her into place with one hand on either armrest. "It's nearly
midnight, Cinderella," he said. "That means I can kiss you again without worrying about it going too far."

 Her eyes were liquid brown. "What? I don't under—"

 "Shh," he said, leaning forward to capture her lips with his.

 He could taste her confusion, feel her surprise. But she hesitated for only half a second before meeting
his tongue with equal fervour, before melting into his arms.

 And his pager went off.

 Hers did, too.

 P.J. pulled away from him in surprise, reaching for her belt, pulling the device free and shutting off the
alarm.

 "Both of us," she said. "At once." She searched his eyes. "What is it?"

 He stood up, adjusting his pants. "We have to call in to find out for sure. But I think our leave is over
early."



 P.J. stood, too, and followed him into the kitchen. "Did you know about this?"

 "Not exactly."

 "You knew something, didn't you? You've been checking your watch all evening. That's why you kissed
me," she accused, "because it was almost midnight and you knew we were going to get beeped!"

 "I didn't know exactly when." He keyed the number that had flashed on both their beepers into the
kitchen telephone from memory. He grinned at her. "But I guessed. I know Joe Cat pretty well, and I
figured he'd try to catch as many of us off guard as he possibly could. It seemed right up his alley to give
us all forty-eight hours of leave, then call us in after only twenty-four. I figured it was either going to be
midnight or sometime around oh-two-hundred." He held up one hand, giving her the signal to be quiet.

 P.J. watched Harvard's eyes as he spoke to Captain Catalanotto on the other end of the line. He caught
her staring, and a smile softened his face. He put his arm around her waist and pulled her close.

 She closed her eyes, resting her head against his shoulder, breathing in his scent. She could smell the
freshness of soap and the tangy aroma of some he-man brand of deodorant. Coffee. A faint whiff of the
peppermint gum he sometimes chewed. His already familiar, slightly musky and very male perfume.

 She still couldn't believe it was Harvard—and not her—who had kept them from making love tonight.

 She'd never met a man who'd say no to sex out of consideration for what she might feel.

 "Yeah," he said to Joe Cat. "We'll go directly to California, meet the rest of you there. I'm going to need
my boots and some clothes. And, Captain? Remember the time I saved your neck, baby? I'm cashing in
now. I'm going to tell you something that's for your ears only. P.J. is with me. Consider this her check-in,
too."

 He paused, listening to Joe. "No," he said. "No, no—we're here visiting my parents. Mom and Daddy. I
swear, this whole trip has been completely innocent and totally rated G, but if anyone finds out, they're
going to think..." He laughed. "Yeah, we're not talking real mature. Here's the problem, boss. P.J.'s going
to need some clothes and her boots. I know you don't have much time yourself, but could you maybe
send Veronica out to the hotel to pack up some of her things?"

 "Oh, God." P.J. cringed. "My room is a mess."

 Harvard looked at her, pulling the phone away from his mouth. "Really?"

 She nodded.

 "Cool." He kissed her quickly before he spoke into the receiver again. "She wants you to warn Ronnie
that her room is a mess. Tell Ron just to grab her boots. We'll get P.J. whatever else she needs in
Coronado. We'll be there before you."

 Another pause, then Harvard laughed. P.J. could hear it rumbling in his chest. "Thanks, Joe. Yeah, we're
on our way."

 He hung up the phone and kissed her hard on the mouth. "Time to wake up Mom and Daddy and tell
them we're out of here. And no more kissing," he said, kissing her again and then again. "It's time to go



play soldier.'*

 Chapter 12

 Harvard could feel P.J. watching him as he stood at the front of the briefing room of the USS Irvin, the
Navy destroyer steaming toward their destination.

 They'd taken an Air Force flight all the way to South Korea. Now, by sea, they were approaching the
tiny island nation where their latest in training op was to take place.

 P.J. had slept on the plane. Harvard had, too, but his dreams had been wildly erotic and unusually vivid.
He could have sworn he still tasted the heated salt of her skin on his lips when he awoke. He could hear
the echo of her cries of pleasure and her husky laughter swirl around him. He could still see the
undisguised desire in her eyes as she gazed at him, feel the heart-stopping sensation as he sank into the
tightness of her heat.

 He took a deep breath, exhaling quickly, well aware he had to stop thinking about his dream—and
about P.J.—before he found himself experiencing the same discomfort he'd been in when he awoke. He
held his clipboard low, loosely clasped in both hands, trying to look casual, relaxed. He was just a guy
holding a clipboard—not a guy using a clipboard to keep the world from noticing that he was walking
around in a state of semi-arousal.

 When he glanced at P.J. again, she was trying hard not to smile, and he knew he hadn't managed to fool
her.

 The captain, meanwhile, was giving a brief overview of their mission. "There's a group of six
jarheads—U.S. Marines—who've been doing FID work with the locals, trying to form a combined
military and law-enforcement task force to slow drug trafficking in this part of the world. Apparently; this
island is used as a major port of call for a great deal of Southeast Asia's heroin trade. Lieutenant Hawken
has spent more time in-country than any of us, and he'll fill us all in on the terrain and the culture in a few
minutes, after we go over the setup of this op.

 "The jarheads are going to play the part of terrorists who've taken a U.S. official hostage. The hostage
will also be played by a Marine." Joe Cat sat on the desk at the front of the room as he gazed at the
FInCOM agents and the SEALs from Alpha Squad. "This CSF team's job is to insert onto the island at
dawn, locate the terrorists' camp, enter the installation and extract the hostage. All while remaining
undetected. We'll have paint-ball weapons again, but if the mission is carried out successfully, we won't
have an opportunity to use them.

 "The Marines have planned and set up this entire exercise. It will not be easy. These guys are going to
do their best to defeat us. In case you finks haven't heard, there's an ongoing issue of superiority between
the Marines and the SEALs—between the Army and the Navy, for that matter."

 "I can clear that issue up right now," Wes called out. "SEALs win, hands down. We're superior. No
question in my mind."

 "Yeah," Harvard said, "and somewhere right now some Marines are having this exact same
conversation, and they're saying Marines win, hands down." He grinned. "Except, of course, in their case,
they're wrong."

 The other SEALs laughed.



 "In other words, they don't like us," the captain went on, "and they're going to do everything they
can—including cheat—to make sure we fail. In fact, it wouldn't surprise me to find out that the hostage
has turned hostile. We've got to be prepared for him to raise an alarm and give us away."

 Tim Farber lifted his hand. "Why are we bothering to do this if they're going to cheat—if they're not
going to follow the rules?"

 Harvard stepped forward. "Do you honestly think real terrorists don't cheat, Mr. Farber? In the real
world, there are no rules."

 "And it's not unheard-of for a hostage to be brainwashed into supporting the beliefs of the men who have
taken him captive. Having a hostile hostage is a situation we've always got to be prepared for," Blue
added.

 "Alpha Squad's done training ops against the Marines before," Lucky told the FInCOM agents. "The
only time I can remember losing is when they brought in twenty-five extra men and ambushed us."

 "Yeah, they work better in crowds. You know that old joke? Why are Marines like bananas?" Bobby
asked.

 "Because they're both yellow and die in big bunches," Wes said, snickering.

 "The comedy team of Skelly and Taylor," Joe said dryly. "Thank you very much. I suggest when you
take your powerhouse stand-up act on the road, you stay far from the Army bases." He looked around
the room. "Any questions so far? Ms. Richards, you usually have something to ask."

 "Yes, sir, actually, I do," she said in that cool, professional voice Harvard knew was just part of her act.
"How will we get from the ship to the island? And how many of us will actually participate in this
exercise, as opposed to observe?"

 "Everyone's going to participate in some way," the captain told her. "And—answering your questions out
of order—we'll be inserting onto the island in two inflatable boats at oh-four-hundred. Just before dawn."

 "Going back to your first answer..." P.J. shifted in her seat. "You said everyone would participate in
some way. Can you be more specific?"

 Harvard knew exactly what she wanted to know. She was curious as to whether she was going to be in
the field with the men or behind lines, participating in a more administrative way. He could practically see
the wheels turning in her head as she wondered if she was going to be the one chosen to stay behind.

 "We're breaking the CSF team into four sub-teams," Joe Cat explained. "Three teams of three will
approach the terrorist camp, and one team of two will remain here on the ship, monitoring
communications, updating the rest of us on any new satellite intel and just generally monitoring our
progress."

 "Like Lieutenant Uhura on the Starship Enterprise." P.J. nodded slowly. Harvard could see resignation in
her eyes. She was so certain it was going to be her that was left behind. "'Keeping hailing frequencies
open, Captain,' and all that."

 "Actually," Blue McCoy cut in with his soft southern drawl, "I'm part of the team staying on board the



Irvin. It'll be my voice you hear when and if there's any reason to call a cease and desist. I'll have the
ultimate power to pull the plug on this training op at any time." He smiled. "Y'all can think of me as the
voice of God. I say it, you obey it, or there'll be hell to pay."

 "Crash, why don't you share with us what you know about the island?" Joe suggested.

 P.J. was quiet as Lieutenant Hawken stepped forward. She was trying her best to hide her
disappointment, but Harvard could see through her shield. He knew her pretty damn well by now. He
knew her well enough to know that, disappointed or not, she would do her best—without
complaining—wherever she was assigned.

 Crash described the island in some detail. It was tropical, with narrow beaches that backed up against
inactive volcanic mountains. The inland roads were treacherous, the jungle dense. The most common
method of transport was the goat cart, although some of the island's more wealthy residents owned
trucks.

 He opened a map, and they all came around the desk as he pointed out the island's three major cities, all
coastal seaports.

 The lieutenant spoke at some length about the large amounts of heroin that passed through the island on
the way to London and Paris and Los Angeles and New York. The political situation in the country was
somewhat shaky. The United States had an agreement with the island-in return for U.S. aid, the local
government and military were helping in the efforts to stop the flow of drugs.

 But drug lords were more in control of the country than the government. The drug lords had private
armies, which were stronger than the government's military forces. And when the drug lords clashed,
which they did far too frequently, they came close to starting a commercially instigated civil war.

 Harvard found himself listening carefully to everything Crash said, aware of his growing sense of unease.
It was an unusual sensation, this unsettling wariness. This was just a training op. He'd gone into far more
dangerous situations in the past without blinking.

 He had to wonder if he'd feel this concern if P.J. weren't along for the ride. He suspected he wouldn't
worry at all if she'd stayed stateside.

 Harvard knew he could take care of himself in just about any situation. He wanted to believe P.J. could
do the same. But the truth was, her safety had become far too important to him. Somehow he'd gotten to
the point where he cared too much.

 He didn't like the way that felt

 "Any questions?" Crash asked.

 "Yeah," Harvard said. "What's the current situation between the two largest hostile factions on the
island?"

 "According to Intel, things have been quiet for weeks," Joe answered.

 P.J. couldn't keep silent any longer. "Captain, what are the team assignments?"

 "Bobby and Wes are with Mr. Schneider," Joe told her. "Lucky and I are with Mr. Greene."



 Harvard was watching, and he saw a flicker of disappointment in her eyes. Once again, she hid it well. In
fact, she was damn near a master at hiding her emotions.

 "I'm with the Senior Chief and Lieutenant Hawken, right?" Tim Farber asked.

 "Nope, you're with me, Timmy boy," Blue McCoy said with a grin. "Someone's got to help me mind the
store."

 Across the room, P.J. didn't react. She didn't blink, she didn't move, she didn't utter a single word.
Apparently, she was even better at hiding her pleasure than she was at hiding her disappointment.

 Farber wasn't good at hiding anything. "But you can't be serious. Richards should stay behind. Not me."

 Joe Cat straightened up. "Why's that, Mr. Farber?"

 The fink realized he had blundered hip-deep into waters that reeked of political incorrectness. "Well," he
started. "It's just... I thought...."

 P.J. finally spoke. "Just say it, Tim. You think I should be the one to stay behind because I'm a woman."

 Harvard, Joe Cat and Blue turned to look at P.J.

 "My God," Harvard said, slipping on his best poker face. "Would you look at that? Richards is a
woman. I hadn't realized. We better make her stay behind, Captain. She might get PMS and go postal."

 "We could use that to our advantage," Joe Cat pointed out. "Put a weapon in her hands and point her in
the right direction. The enemy will run in terror."

 "She can outshoot just about everyone in this room." Blue couldn't keep a smile from slipping out. "She
can outrun 'em and outreason 'em, too."

 "Yeah, but I bet she throws like a girl," Harvard said. He grinned. "Which, in this day and age, means
she's just about ready for the major leagues."

 "Except she doesn't like baseball," Joe Cat reminded him.

 P.J. was laughing, and Harvard felt a burst of pure joy. He loved the sound of her laughter and the shine
of amusement and pleasure in her eyes. He pushed away all the apprehension he'd been feeling. Working
with her on this mission was going to be fun.

 And after the mission was over...

 Farber was less than thrilled. "Captain, this is all very amusing, but you know as well as I do that the
military doesn't fully approve of putting women in scenarios that could result in front-line action."

 Harvard snapped out of his reverie and gave the man a hard look. "Are you questioning the captain's
judgment, Mr. Farber?"

 "No, I'm merely—"



 "Good." Harvard cut him off. "Let's get ready to get this job done."

  

 P.J. felt like an elephant crashing through the underbrush.

 She was nearly half the size of Harvard, yet compared to her, he moved effortlessly and silently. She
couldn't seem to breathe without snapping at least one or two twigs.

 And Crash... He seemed to have left his body behind on the USS Irvin. He moved ethereally, like a
silent wisp of mist through the darkness. He was on point-leading the way—and he disappeared for long
minutes at a time, scouting out the barely marked trail through the tropical jungle.

 P.J. signalled for Harvard to wait, catching his eye.

 You okay? he signalled back.

 She pulled her lip microphone closer to her mouth. They weren't supposed to speak via the radio
headsets they wore unless it was absolutely necessary.

 It was necessary.

 "I'm slowing you down," she breathed. "And I'm making too much noise."

 He turned off his microphone, gesturing for her to do the same. That way they could whisper without the
three other teams overhearing.

 "You can't expect to be able to keep up," he told her almost silently. "You haven't had the kind of
training we have."

 "Then why am I here?" she asked. "Why are any FInCOM agents here at all? We should be back on the
Irvin. Our role should be to let the SEALs do their job without interference."

 Harvard smiled. "I knew you were an overachiever. Two hours into the first of two training exercises,
and you've already learned all you need to know."

 "Two training exercises?"

 He nodded. "This first one's almost guaranteed to go wrong. Not that we're going to try to throw it or
anything. But it's difficult enough for Alpha Squad to pull off a mission like this when we're not weighed
down with excess baggage—pardon the expression."

 P.J. waved away his less than tactful words. She knew quite well how true they were. "And the
second?"

 "The second exercise is going to be SEALs only versus the Marines. It's intended to demonstrate what
Alpha Squad can do if we're allowed to operate without interference, as you so aptly put it."

 P.J. gazed at him. "So what you're telling me is that the SEALs never had any intention of making the
Combined SEAL/FInCOM team work."



 He met her eyes steadily. "It seemed kind of obvious right from the start that the CSF team was going to
be nothing more than a source of intense frustration for both the SEALs and the finks."

 She struggled to understand. "So what, exactly, have we been doing for all these weeks?"

 "Proving that it doesn't work. We're hoping you'll be our link. We're hoping you'll go back to Kevin
Laughton and the rest of the finks and make them understand that the only help the SEALs need from
FInCOM is acknowledgment that we can best do our job on our own, without anyone getting in our
way," he admitted. "So I guess what we've been doing is trying to win your trust and trying to educate
you."

 Lieutenant Hawken drifted into sight, a shadowy figure barely discernible from the foliage, his face
painted with streaks of green and brown.

 "So I was right about that poker game." P.J. nodded slowly, fighting the waves of disappointment and
anger that threatened to drown her. Had her friendship with this man been prearranged, calculated? Was
the bond between them truly little more than the result of a manipulation? She had to clear her throat
before she could speak again. "I'm curious, though. Those times you put your tongue in my mouth—was
that done to win my trust or to educate?"

 Crash vanished into the trees.

 "You know me better than to think that," Harvard said quietly, calmly.

 Neither of them was wearing their protective goggles yet. They weren't close enough to the so-called
terrorists' camp to be concerned about being struck by paint balls. The eastern sky was growing lighter
with the coming sunrise, and P.J. could see Harvard's eyes. And in them she saw everything his words
said, and more.

 "We have two separate relationships," he told her. "We have this working relationship—" he gestured
between them "—this mutual respect and sincere friendship that grew from a need on both our parts to
get along."

 He lifted his hand and lightly touched one finger to her lips. "But we also have this relationship." He
smiled. "This one in which I find myself constantly wanting to put my tongue in your mouth—and other
places, as well. And I assure you, my reasons for wanting that are purely selfish. They have nothing
whatsoever to do with either SEAL Team Ten or FInCOM."

 P.J. cleared her throat. "Maybe we can discuss this later—and then you can tell me exactly what kind of
relationship you want between Alpha Squad and FInCOM. If I'm going to be your liaison, you're going
to have to be up-front and tell me everything. And I mean everything." She shifted the strap of her assault
rifle on her shoulder. "But right now I think we've got an appointment to go get killed as part of a
paint-ball slaughter to prove that the CSF team isn't going to work. Am I right?"

 Harvard smiled, his eyes warm in the early morning light. "We might be about to die, but you and me,
we're two of a kind, and you better believe we're going to go down fighting."

 Chapter 13

 "They're definitely not with the government," Wesley reported, his usual megaphone reduced to a sotto
voce. "They're too well-dressed."



 "Stay low." Blue McCoy's southern drawl lost most of its molasses-slow quality as he responded to
Wes from his position on the Irvin. "Stay out of sight until we know exactly who they are."

 Harvard rubbed the back of his neck, trying to relieve some of the tension that had settled in his
shoulders. This exercise had escalated into a full-blown snafu in the blink of an eye.

 Wes reported that he and Bobby and Chuck Schneider were on a jungle road heading up the mountain
when they'd heard the roar of an approaching truck. They'd gone into the crawl space beneath an
abandoned building, purposely staying close to the road so they could check out whoever was driving
by.

 It turned out to be not just one truck but an entire military convoy. And this convoy wasn't just riding by.
They'd stopped. Six humvees and twenty-five transport trucks had pulled into the clearing. Soldiers
dressed in ragged uniforms had begun to set up camp—directly around the building Bobby and Wes and
Chuck were hiding in.

 They were pinned in place at least until nightfall.

 "No heroics." From the other side of the mountain, where his team was the closest to approaching the
terrorist camp, Joe Cat added his own two cents to Blue's orders. "Do you copy, Skelly? Whoever they
are, they've got real bullets in their weapons while you've only got paint balls."

 "I hear you, Captain," Wes breathed. "We're making ourselves very, very invisible."

 "Are the uniforms grey and green?" Crash asked.

 Harvard looked at him. They were laying low, hidden in the thickness of the jungle, a number of clicks
downwind of Joe Cat's team.

 "Affirmative," Wes responded.

 P.J. was watching Crash, too. "Do you know who they are?" she asked.

 Lieutenant Hawken looked from P.J. to Harvard. Harvard didn't like the sudden edge in the man's
crystal blue eyes. "Yes," Crash said. "They're the private army of Sun Yung Kim. He's known locally as
the Korean, even though his mother is from the island. He's never moved his men this far north before."

 Harvard swore under his breath. "He's one of the drug lords you were talking about, right?"

 "Yes, he is."

 From the USS Irvin, Blue McCoy spoke. "Captain I suggest we eighty-six this exercise now before we
find ourselves in even deeper—"

 "We're already in it up to our hips." Joe Cat's voice was tight with tension. "H., we're at the tree line near
the Marines' training camp. How far are you from us?"

 "Ten minutes away if you don't care who knows we're coming," Harvard responded. "Thirty if you do."

 Joe swore.



 "Captain, we're on our way." Harvard gestured for Hawken to take the point. As much as he wanted to
lead the way, this island was Crash's territory. He could get them to Joe Cat more quickly.

 "Joe, what's happening?" Blue demanded, his lazy accent all but gone. "Sit rep, please."

 "We've got five, maybe six KIAs in the clearing outside the main building," Joe Cat reported. "Four of
'em are wearing gray and green uniforms. At least one looks like one of our Marines."

 KIA. Killed in action. Harvard could see P.J.'s shock reflected in her eyes as she gazed at him. His
tension rose. If they'd stumbled into a war zone, he wanted her out of here. He wanted her on the Irvin
and heading far away, as fast as the ship could move.

 Unless...

 "Captain, could it be nothing more than an elaborate setup?" Harvard's brain had slipped into
pre-combat mode, moving at lightning speed, searching for an explanation, trying to make sense of the
situation. And the first thing to do was to prove that this situation was indeed real. Once he did that, then
he'd start figuring out how the hell he was going to get P.J. to safety. "I wouldn't put it past the Marines to
try to freak us out with fake bodies, fake blood..."

 "It's real, H." Joe Cat's voice left no room for doubt. "One of 'em crawled to the tree line before he died.
He's not just pretending to be dead. This is a very real, very dead man. Whatever went down here
probably happened during the night. The body's stone cold."

 Blue's voice cut in. "Captain, I got Admiral Stonegate on the phone, breathing down my neck. I'm calling
y'all back to the ship. Code eighty-six, boys and girls. Dead bodies—in particular dead Marines—aren't
part of this training scenario. Come on in, and let's regroup and—"

 "I've got movement and signs of life inside the main building," Joe Cat interrupted. "Lucky's moving
closer to see if any of our missing jarheads are being held inside. We're gonna try to ID exactly who and
how many are holding 'em."

 "Probably not Kim's men," Crash volunteered. Over Harvard's headset, his voice sounded quiet and
matter-of-fact. You couldn't tell that the man was moving at a near run up the mountain. "They wouldn't
leave their own dead out at the mercy of the flies and vultures."

 "If not Sun Yung Kim's men, then whose?" Harvard asked, watching P.J. work to keep up with Crash.
He was well aware that he was disobeying Blue's direct order. And he was taking P.J. in the wrong
direction. He should be leading her down this mountain, not up it. Not farther away from the ocean and
the safety of the USS Irvin.

 But until he knew for damn sure the captain and Lucky were safe, he couldn't retreat.

 "The largest of the rival groups is run by John Sherman, an American expatriate and former Green
Beret," Crash said.

 "Captain, I know you want to locate the Marines," Blue's voice cut in. "I know you don't want to leave
them stranded, but—"

 "Lucky's signaling," Cat interrupted. "No sign of the Marines. Looks like there's a dozen tangos inside



the structure and—"

 Harvard heard what sounded like the beginning of an explosion. It was instantly muted, their ears
protected by a gating device on one of the high-quality microphones. But whose microphone?

 He heard Joe Cat swear, sharply, succinctly. "We've triggered a bobby trap," the captain reported.
"Greene's injured—and we've attracted a whole hell of a lot of attention."

 Crash picked up the pace. They were running full speed now, but it still wasn't fast enough. The voices
over Harvard's headset began to blur.

 The sound of gunfire. Joe Cat shouting, trying to pull the injured fink to safety. P.J.'s breath coming in
sobs as she fought to keep up, as they moved at a dead run through the jungle. Lucky's voice, tight with
pain, reporting he'd been hit. Crash's quiet reminder that although they only had rifles that fired paint balls,
they should aim for the enemies' eyes.

 Joe Cat again—his captain, his friend—ordering Lucky to take Greene and head down the mountain
while he stayed behind and held at least a dozen hostile soldiers at bay with a weapon that didn't fire real
bullets.

 Harvard added his voice to the chaos. "Joe, hang on-can you hang on? We're three minutes away!" But
what was he saying? The captain had no real ammunition, and neither did they. They were charging to the
rescue, an impotent, ridiculous cavalry, unable to defend themselves, let alone save anyone else.

 But then Joe Cat was talking directly to him. His unmistakable New York accent cut through the noise,
calm aid clear, as if he weren't staring down his own death. "H., I'm counting on you and Crash to
intercept Lucky and Greene and to get everyone back to the ship. Tell Ronnie I love her and that...I'm
sorry. This was just supposed to be a training op."

 "Joe, damn it, just hang on!"

 But Harvard's voice was lost in the sound of gunfire, the sound of shouting, voices yelling in a language
he didn't comprehend.

 Then he heard the captain's voice, thick with pain but still defiant, instructing his attackers to attempt the
anatomically impossible.

 And then, as if someone had taken Joe Cat's headset and microphone and snapped it into two, there
was silence.

  

 Lucky's leg was broken.

 P.J. was no nurse, but it was obvious the SEAL'S leg was completely and thoroughly broken. He'd been
hit by a bullet that had torn through the fleshy part of his thigh, and he'd stumbled. The fall had snapped
his lower leg, right above the ankle. His face was white and drawn, but the tears in his eyes had nothing
to do with his own pain.

 He was certain that the Alpha Squad's captain was dead.



 "I saw him go down, H.," he told Harvard, who was working methodically to patch up both Lucky and
Greg Greene. Greg's hands and arms were severely burned from a blast that had managed to lift him up
and throw him ten yards without tearing him open. It was a miracle the man was alive at all.

 "I looked back," Lucky continued, "and I saw Cat take a direct shot to the chest. I'm telling you, there's
no way he could've survived."

 Harvard spoke into his lip mike. "What's the word on that ambulance? Farber, you still there?"

 But it was Blue's voice that came through the static. "Senior Chief, I'm sorry, an ambulance is not
coming. You're going to have to get Lucky and Greene down the mountain on your own."

 Harvard came the closest to losing it that P.J. had seen since this mess had started. "Damn it, McCoy,
what the hell are you still doing there? Get moving, Lieutenant! Get off that toy boat and get your butt
onto this island. I need you here to get Cat out of there!"

 Blue sounded as if he were talking through tightly clenched teeth. "The local government has declared a
state of emergency. All U.S. troops and officials have been ordered off the island, ASAP. Daryl, I am
unable to leave this ship. And I'm forced to issue an order telling you that you must comply with the
government's request."

 Harvard laughed, but it was deadly. There was no humour in it at all. "Like hell I will."

 "It's an order, Senior Chief." Blue's voice sounded strained. "Admiral Stonegate is here. Would you like
to hear it from him?"

 "With all due respect, Admiral Stonegate can go to hell. I'm not leaving without the captain."

 Harvard was serious. P.J. had never seen him more serious. He was going to go in after Joe
Catalanotto, and he was going to die, as well. She put her hand on his arm. "Daryl, Lucky saw Joe get
killed." Her voice shook.

 She didn't want it to be true. She couldn't imagine the captain dead, all the vibrance and humour and light
drained out of the man. But Lucky saw him fall.

 "No, he didn't." Her touch was meant to comfort, but Harvard was the one who comforted her by
placing his hand over hers and squeezing tightly. "He saw the captain get hit. Joe Cat is still alive. I heard
him speak to the soldiers who took him prisoner. I heard his voice before they cut his radio connection."

 "You wanted to hear his voice."

 "P.J., I know he's alive."      

 He was looking at her with so much fire in his eyes. He believed what he was saying, that much was
clear. P.J. nodded. "Okay. Okay. What are we going to do about it?"

 Harvard released her hand. "You're going back to the Irvin with Lucky and Greene. Crash will take you
there."

 She stared at him. "And what? You're going to go in after Joe all by yourself?"



 "Yes."

 "No." Blue's voice cut in. "Harvard, that's insanity. You need a team backing you up."

 "Part of my team's injured. Part's pinned down by hostile forces, and part's pinned down just as securely
by friendly forces. I don't have a lot to work with here, Lieutenant. Wes, you still got batteries? You still
listening in?"

 "Affirmative," Wesley whispered from his hiding place dead in the centre of the rival army's camp.

 "What are your chances of breaking free come nightfall?" Harvard asked him.

 "Next to none. There're guards posted on all sides of this structure," Wes breathed. "Unless this entire
army packs it in and moves out, there's no way we're getting out of here any time soon."

 P.J.'s heart was in her throat as she watched Harvard pace. She didn't know what the hell was going on,
but she did know one thing for sure. There was no way she was going to walk away and leave him here.
No way.

 "Senior Chief, I have to tell you again to bring the wounded and get back to this ship," Blue said. "I have
to tell you—we have no choice in this."

 "What is this all about?" P.J. asked Blue. "What's happening? Why the state of emergency?"

 "The missing Marines turned up at the U.S. Embassy about fifteen minutes ago," he told her. "Most were
wounded. Two are still missing and presumed dead. They say they were ambushed late last night. They
were taken prisoner, but they managed to evade their captors and make it down to the city.

 "They're saying the men who attacked them are soldiers in John Sherman's private army. This is a drug
war. If Joe is dead, he was killed as a result of a territorial dispute between two heroin dealers." His
voice cracked, and he stopped for a moment, taking deep breaths before he went on.

 "So we've got John Sherman up north, and this other army—the private forces of Sherman's rival, Sun
Yung Kim—mobilizing. They're moving in Sherman's direction, as Bobby and Wes have seen, up close
and personal. Both factions are armed to the teeth, and the government is staring down the throat of a
full-fledged civil war. Their method of dealing with the situation is to kick all the Americans out of the
country. So here we are. I'm stuck on this damn ship. Short of jumping over the side and swimming for
shore, I cannot help you, H. I have to tell you—bring the rest of the team and come back in."

 That was the third time Blue had said those words, I have to tell you. He was ordering them to come in
because he had to. But he didn't want them to. He didn't want Harvard to return without the captain any
more than Harvard did.

 P.J. looked around, realizing suddenly that Crash was nowhere to be seen.

 She turned off her lip mike and gestured for Harvard to do the same. He did, turning toward her, already
guessing her question.

 "He went to the encampment," he told her. "I asked him to go—to see if Joe really is alive."

 P.J. held his gaze, feeling his pain, feeling her eyes fill with tears. "If Joe's dead," she said quietly, "we go



back to the ship, okay?"

 Harvard didn't nod. He didn't acknowledge her words in any way. He reached out and pushed an
escaped strand of hair from her face.

 "Please, Daryl," she said. "If he's dead, getting yourself killed won't bring him back."

 "He's not dead." Crash materialized beside them, his microphone also turned off.

 P.J. jumped, but Harvard was not surprised, as if he had some sixth sense that had told him the other
SEAL had been approaching.

 Harvard nodded at Hawken's news, as if he'd already known it. And he had, P.J. realized. He'd been
adamant that Joe was still alive—and so the captain was. But for how long?

 Crash turned on his microphone and pulled it to his mouth. "Captain Catalanotto's alive," he told Blue
and the others on the ship without ceremony. "His injuries are extensive, though. From what I could see,
he was hit at least twice, once in the leg and once in the upper chest or shoulder—I'm not certain which.
There was a lot of blood. I wasn't close enough to see clearly. He was unable to walk—he was on a
stretcher, and he was being transported north, via truck. My bet is he has been taken to Sherman's
headquarters, about five kilometres up the mountain."

 There was silence from the Irvin, and P.J. knew they'd temporarily turned off the radio. She could
imagine Blue's heated discussion with the top brass and diplomats who cared more about the U.S.'s
wobbly relationship with this little country than they did about a SEAL captain's life.

 Harvard gestured to Crash to turn off his microphone.

 "Tell me about Sherman's HQ," he demanded.

 "It's a relatively modern structure," Hawken told him. "A former warehouse that was converted into a
high-level security compound. I've been inside several times—but only because I was invited and let in
through the front door. There are only a few places the captain could be inside the building. There're
several hospital rooms—one in the northeast corner, ground floor, another more toward the front of the
east side of the building." He met Harvard's eyes sombrely. "They may well have denied him medical care
and put him in one of the holding cells in the sub-basement."

 "So how do I get in?" Harvard asked.

 "Not easily," Crash told him. "John Sherman's a former Green Beret. He built this place to keep
unwanted visitors out. There are no windows and only two doors—both heavily guarded. The only
possibility might be access through an air duct system that vents on the west side of the building, up by
the roof. I tried accessing the building that way, back about six years ago, and the ducts got really narrow
about ten feet in. I was afraid I'd get stuck, so I pulled back. I don't know if getting inside that way is an
option for you, Senior Chief. You've got forty or fifty pounds on me. Of course, it was six years ago.
Sherman may have replaced the system since then."

 "I bet I would fit."

 Both men looked at P.J. as if they'd forgotten she was there.



 "No," Harvard said. "Uh-uh. You're going back to the ship with Lucky and Greene."

 She narrowed her eyes at him. "Why? I'm not wounded."

 "That's right. And you're going to stay not wounded. There are real bullets in those weapons, P.J."

 "I've faced real bullets before," she told him. "I've been a field agent for three years, Daryl. Come on.
You know this."

 "Crash needs you to help get Lucky and Greene to the ship."

 She kept her voice calm. "Crash doesn't need me—you need me."

 Harvard's face was taut with tension. "The only thing I need right now is to go into Sherman's
headquarters and bring out my captain."

 P.J. turned to face Crash. "Will I fit through the air ducts?"

 He was silent, considering, measuring her with his odd blue eyes. "Yes," he finally said. "You will."

 She turned to Harvard. "You need me."

 "Maybe. But more than I need your help, I need to know you're safe." He turned away, silently telling
her that this conversation was over.

 But P.J. wouldn't let herself be dismissed. "Daryl, you don't have a lot of choices here. I know I can—"

 "No," he said tightly. "I choose no. You're going back to the ship—"

 P.J. felt sick to her stomach. All those things he'd said to his sister, to his family, to her—they weren't
really true. He didn't really believe she was his equal. He didn't really think she could hold her own. "I
see." Her voice wobbled with anger and disappointment. "Excuse me. My fault. Obviously, I've mistaken
you for someone else—someone stronger. Someone smarter. Someone who actually walks their talk—"

 Harvard imploded. His voice got softer, but it shook with intensity. "Damn it, I can't change the way I
feel!" He reached for her, pulling her close, enveloping her tightly in his arms, uncaring of Lucky and
Greene's curious eyes. "You matter too much to me, P.J.," he whispered hoarsely. "I'm sorry, baby, I
know you think I'm letting you down." He pulled away to look into her eyes, to touch her face. "I care
too much."

 P.J. could feel tears flooding her eyes. Oh, God, she couldn't cry. She never cried. She refused to cry.
She fiercely blinked her tears back. This wasn't just about Harvard's inability to see her as an equal. This
was more important than that. This was about his survival.

 "I care, too," she told him, praying she could make him understand. "And if you try to do this alone,
you're going to die."

 "Yeah," he said roughly. "That's a possibility."

 "No. It's more than a possibility. It's a certainty. Without me, you don't stand a chance of getting into that
building undetected."



 He was gazing at her as if he were memorizing her face for all eternity. "You don't know what a SEAL
can do when he puts his mind to it."

 "You've got to let me help you."

 Blue's voice came on over their headsets. He sounded strangled. "There is no change in orders. Repeat,
no change. Senior Chief, unless you are pinned down like Bob and Wes, and are unable to move, you
must return to the ship. Do you copy what I'm saying?"

 Harvard flipped on his microphone. "I read you loud and clear, Lieutenant." He turned it off again, still
holding P.J.'s gaze. "You're going with Crash." He touched her cheek one last time before he pulled away
from her. "It's time for you to get out of here."

 "No," she said, her voice surprisingly calm. "I'm sorry, but I'm staying."

 Harvard seemed to expand about six inches, and his eyes grew arctic cold. "This is not a matter of what
you want or what you think is best I'm giving you a direct order. If you disobey—"

 P.J. laughed in his face. "You're a fine one to talk about disobeying direct orders. Look, if you can't
handle this, maybe you should be the one who returns to the ship with Lucky and Greene. Maybe Crash
is man enough to let me help him get Joe out of there."

 "Yeah," Harvard said harshly. "Maybe that's my problem. Maybe I'm not man enough to want to watch
you die."

 His words washed her anger from her, and she took a deep breath. "I'll make a deal with you. I won't
die if you don't"

 He wouldn't look at her. "You know it doesn't work that way."

 "Then we'll both do the best we can. We're two of a kind, remember? Your words." She moved toward
him, touched his arm. "Please," she said softly. "I'm begging you to let me help. Trust me enough, respect
me enough..."

 The look on his face was terrible, and she knew this was the most difficult decision he'd ever made in his
life.

 P.J. spoke low and fast, aware he was listening, knowing that she would flat out defy him if she had to,
but wanting him to choose for her to stay.

 "Trust me," she said again. "Trust yourself. You've stood up for me and supported me more times than I
can count. You told me you would choose me to be on your team anytime. Well, it's time, brother. It's
time for you to put your money where your mouth is. Choose me now. Choose me for something that
truly matters." She took his hands, holding onto him tightly, trying to squeeze her words, her truth, into
him. "I know it's dangerous—we both know that. But I've done dangerous before. It's part of my job to
take risks. Look at me. You know me-maybe better than anyone in the entire world. You know my
strengths—and my limitations. I may not be a SEAL, but I'm the best FlnCOM agent there is, and I
know—and you know—that I can fit through that air duct."

 P.J. played her trump card mercilessly, praying it would be enough to make Harvard change his mind.



"Joe Cat is my friend, too," she told him. "As far as I can see, I'm his only hope. Without me, you've got
no way in. Take me with you, and maybe—maybe—together we can save his life."

 Harvard was silent for several long moments. And then he pulled his lip mike close to his mouth and
switched it on as he held P.J.'s gaze. "This is Senior Chief Becker. Lieutenant Hawken is proceeding
down the mountain with Lieutenant O'Donlon and Agent Greene, as ordered. Unfortunately, Agent
Richards and I have been pinned down and are unable to move. We'll report in with our status
throughout the day, but at this moment, it looks as if we'll be unable to advance toward the Irvin until well
after nightfall."

 "I copy that, Senior Chief," Blue's voice said. "Be careful. Stay alive."

 "Yeah." Harvard turned off his microphone, still holding P.J.'s gaze. "Why do I feel as if I've just lost my
last toehold on my sanity?" He shouldered his weapon, turning his gaze toward Crash.

 "If I can, I'll try to drop them into friendly territory," Hawken said, referring to Lucky and Greene, "then
come back to help."

 "Please do. It's hard to do our Mod Squad imitation without you." Harvard turned to P.J. "You ready?"

 She nodded.

 He nodded, too. "Well, that makes one of us."

 "Thank you," she whispered.

 "Hurry," he said, "before I change my mind."

 Chapter 14

 "What now?" P.J. asked as she and Harvard backed away from John Sherman's private headquarters.

 "Now we find a place to lay low until nightfall," he said tersely, stopping to secure his binoculars in the
pocket of his combat vest. "We'll take turns getting some sleep."

 He hadn't said anything that wasn't terse since they'd split up from Hawken, five hours earlier.

 P.J. knew Harvard was questioning his decision to let her help him. He was angry at himself, angry at
her, angry at the entire situation.

 They were going up against some seriously bad odds here. It was entirely possible that one or both of
them could be dead before this time tomorrow.

 P.J. didn't want to die. And she didn't want to plan around the possibility of her death. But she was
damned if she was going to spend what could well be the last hours of her life with someone who was
terse.

 She gazed at Harvard. "I'm not sure how you're going to get any sleep with that great huge bug up your
ass."

 He finally, finally smiled for the first time in hours, but it was rueful and fleeting. "Yeah," he said. "I'm not



sure, either." He looked away, unable to hold her gaze. "Look, P.J., I've got to tell you, I feel as if I'm
hurtling down a mountain, totally out of control. Your being here scares the hell out of me, and I don't like
it. Not one bit."

 P.J. knew it hadn't been easy for him to tell her that. "Daryl, you know, I'm scared, too."

 He glanced at her. "It's not too late for you to—"

 "Don't say it," she warned him, narrowing her eyes. "Don't even think it. I'm scared, but I'm going to do
what I need to do. The same way you are. You need my help getting into that place, and you know it."

 They'd spent most of the past five hours lying in the underbrush, watching the comings and goings of the
ragtag soldiers around John Sherman's private fortress.

 And it was a fortress. It was a renovated warehouse surrounded by a clearing that was in constant
danger of being devoured by the lushness of the jungle. Harvard had told P.J.—tersely—that the building
dated from before the Vietnam War. It had been constructed by the French to store weapons and
ammunition. Sherman had updated it, strengthening the concrete block structure and adding what
appeared to be an extremely state-of-the-art security system.

 Harvard and P.J. had studied the system, had watched the pattern of the guards and had kept track of
the trucks full of soldiers coining and going. They'd examined the building from all angles and sides.
Harvard had paid particular attention to the air duct near the roofline on the west side of the building,
staring at it for close to thirty minutes through his compact binoculars.

 "If I had two more SEALs—just two more—I wouldn't need to get in through the damn air duct,"
Harvard told her. "I'd use a grenade launcher and I'd blow a hole through the side of the building. With
two more men, I could get Joe out that way."

 "With two more men—and an arsenal of weapons," P.J. reminded him. "You haven't got a grenade
launcher. You've got a rifle that fires paint balls."

 "I can get the weapons we'd need," he told her, and she believed him. She wasn't sure how he'd do
it—and she wasn't sure she wanted to know how. But the look in his eyes and the tone of his voice left
little doubt in her mind that if he said he could get weapons, he could get weapons. "In fact, I'm planning
to confiscate some equipment as soon as it's dark. No way am I letting you go in there armed only with
this toy gun." He turned away, reacting to the words he'd just spoken. "I may not let you go in there,
anyway."

 "Yes, you will," she said quietly.

 He glanced at her again. "Maybe by nightfall Bob and Wes will break free."

 P.J. didn't say anything. Harvard knew as well as she did that at last report, Wes had been close to
certain the trapped SEALs wouldn't be able to move anytime soon. And he knew, too, that it was no
good waiting for Crash to reappear.

 They'd both listened over their radio headsets three hours earlier as Crash brought Lucky and Greene to
safety. Anti-American sentiment in the city was high, and he'd had to bring the wounded men all the way
down to the docks. Once there, he was trapped. The soldiers who were assisting in the American
evacuation of the island were adamant about Crash returning to the Irvin with the other members of the



CSF team.

 Sure, Crash had tried to talk his way out of it. He'd tried to convince the soldiers to let him slip into the
mountains, but they were young and frightened and extremely intent upon following their orders. Short of
using excessive force, Crash had had no choice. At last report, he was with Blue McCoy on the USS
Irvin.

 And Harvard and P.J. were on their own.

 There were no other SEALs to help Harvard rescue Joe Cat. There was only P.J.

 She followed Harvard from Sherman's headquarters, trying to move even half as silently as he did
through the jungle.

 He seemed to know where he was going. But if there was an actual trail he was following, P.J. couldn't
see it

 He slowed as they came to a clearing, turning to look at her. "We're going to need to be extra careful
crossing this field," he told her. "I want you to make absolutely sure that when you walk, you step in my
footprints, do you understand?"

 P.J. nodded.

 Then she shook her head. No, she didn't really understand. Why?

 But Harvard had already started into the clearing, and she followed, doing as he'd instructed, stepping in
the indentations he made in the tall grass.

 Was it because of snakes? Or was there something else—something even creepier, with even bigger
teeth—hiding there? She shivered.

 "If you really want me to do this, you've got to shorten your stride," P.J. told him. "Although it's probably
not necessary because I can see—"

 "Step only where I step," he barked at her.

 "Whoa! Chill! I can pretty much see there're no snakes, so unless there's another reason we're playing
follow the leader—"

 "Snakes? Are you kidding? Jesus, P.J.! I thought you knew! We're walking through a field—a mine
field."

 P.J. froze. "Excuse me?"

 "A minefield," Harvard said again, enunciating to make sure she understood. "P.J., this is a minefield. On
the other side, across that stream, in those trees over there, there's a hut. It's kind of run-down because
most folk know better than to stroll through this neighbourhood to get there. Hawken told me about
it—told me it was the safest place on this part of the island. He told me a way through this field,
too—that's what we're doing right now."

 Her eyes were huge as she stared at him, as she stared at the field that completely surrounded them.



"We're taking a stroll through a mine field."

 "I'm sorry. I thought you were listening when Crash told me about it." He tried to smile, tried to be
reassuring. "It's no big deal—if you step exactly where I step. The good news is that once we get across
we're not going to have to worry about locals running into us. Crash told me people around here avoid
this entire area."

 "On account of the minefield."

 "That's right" Harvard went forward, careful to step precisely where Hawken had told him to.

 "Has it occurred to you that this is insane? Who put these mines here? Why would they put mines here?"

 "The French put the mines in more than thirty years ago." Harvard glanced back to see that she was
following him carefully. "They did it because at the time there was a war going on."

 "Shouldn't this field be cleared out—or at least fenced off? There wasn't even a sign warning people
about the mines! What if children came up here and wandered into this field?"

 "This was one of the projects the Marine FED team was working on," Harvard told her. "But there's
probably a dozen fields like this all over the island. And hundreds more—maybe even thousands—all
over Southeast Asia. It's a serious problem. People are killed or maimed all the time—casualties of a war
that supposedly ended decades ago."

 "How do you know where to step?" P.J. asked. "You are being careful aren't you?"

 "I'm being very careful." His shirt was drenched with sweat. "Crash drew me a map of the field in the
dirt. He told me the route to take."

 "A map in the dirt," she repeated. "So, you're going on memory and a map drawn in the dirt."

 "That's right"

 She made a muffled, faintly choking sound—a cross between a laugh and a sob.

 Harvard glanced at her again. Her face was drawn, her mouth tight, her eyes slightly glazed.

 They were almost there. Almost to the edge of the field. Once they were in the stream, they'd be in the
clear. He had to keep her distracted for a little bit longer.

 "You okay?" he asked. "You're not going to faint on me or anything, are you?"

 Her eyes flashed at that, instantly bringing life to her face.

 "No, I'm not going to faint. You know, you wouldn't have asked that if I were a man."

 "Probably not."

 "Probably—God, you admit it?"

 Harvard stepped into the water, reaching back and lifting her into his arms.



 "Put me down!"

 He carried her across the shallow streambed and set her down on the other side. "All clear."

 She stared at him, then she stared across the stream at the minefield. Then she rolled her eyes, because
she knew exactly what he had done.

 "The real truth is, I've seen plenty of big, strong guys faint," he informed her. "Gender doesn't seem to
play a big part in whether someone's going to freeze up and stop breathing in a tense situation."

 "I don't freeze up," she told him.

 "Yeah, I'm learning that. You did good."

 P.J. sat in the dirt. "We're going to have to do that again tonight, aren't we? Walk back through there?
Only—God! This time we'll be in the dark."

 "Don't think about that now. We've got to get some rest."

 She smiled ruefully at him. "Yeah, I'm about ready for a nap. My pulse rate has finally dropped down to
a near catatonic two hundred beats per minute."

 Harvard couldn't help but laugh as he held out his hand to help her up. Damn, he was proud of her. This
day had been wretchedly gruelling—both physically and emotionally. Yet she was still able to make
jokes. "You can take the first watch if you want."

 "You're kidding. You trust me to stand watch?"

 He looked at their hands. She hadn't pulled hers free from his, and he held onto it, linking their fingers
together. "I trust you to do everything," he admitted. "My problem's not with you—it's with me. I trust
you to pull off your Wonder Woman act without a hitch. I trust you to go into the building through that air
duct, and I trust you to find Cat. I trust you to make all the right choices and all the right moves. But I've
been in this business long enough to know that sometimes that's not enough. Sometimes you do
everything right and you still get killed." He swore softly. "But you know, I even trust you to die with
dignity, if it comes down to that."

 He was silent, but she seemed to know he had more to say. She waited, watching him. "I just don't trust
myself to be able to handle losing you. Not when I've just begun to find you. See, because I'm..." His
voice was suddenly husky, and he cleared his throat. "Somehow I've managed to fall in love with you.
And if you die... a part of me is going to die, too."

 There it was. There he was. Up on the table, all prepped and ready for a little open heart surgery.

 He hadn't meant to tell her. Under normal circumstances, he wouldn't have breathed a word. Under
normal circumstances, he wouldn't have admitted it to himself, let alone to her.

 But the circumstances were far from normal.

 Harvard held his breath, waiting to see what she would say.



 There were so many ways she could respond. She could turn away. She could pretend to
misunderstand. She might make light of his words—make believe he was joking.

 Instead, she softly touched his face. As he watched, tears flooded her beautiful eyes, and for the first
time since he'd met her, she didn't try to fight them.

 "Now you know," she whispered, smiling so sweetly, so sadly, "why I couldn't go back with the others.
Now you know why I wanted so badly to stay."

 Harvard's heart was in his throat. He'd heard the expression before, but he'd never experienced it—not
like this. He'd never known these feelings—not with Rachel, not ever.

 It was twice the miracle, because although she hadn't told him she loved him, she'd made it more than
clear that she felt something for him, too.

 He bent to kiss her, and she rose onto her toes to meet him halfway. Her lips were soft and so sweet, he
felt himself sway. He could taste the salt of her tears. Her tears. Tough, stoic P.J. was letting him see her
cry.

 He kissed her again, harder this time. But when he pulled her closer, the gear in his combat vest bumped
into the gear in hers, and their two weapons clunked clumsily together. It served as a reminder that this
was hardly the time and place for this.

 Except there was nowhere else for them to go. And Harvard was well aware that this time they had,
these next few hours, could well be the only time they'd ever have.

 Unless they turned around and headed down the mountain. Then they'd have the entire rest of their lives,
stretching on and on, endlessly into the future. He would have a limitless number of days and nights filled
with this woman's beautiful smiles and passionate kisses.

 He could see their love affair continue to grow. He could see him on his knees, asking her to be his wife.
Hell, with enough time to get used to the idea, she might even say yes. He could see babies with P.J.'s
eyes and his wicked grin. He could see them all living, happily ever after, in a little house with a garden
that overlooked the ocean.

 Harvard nearly picked her up and carried her across that stream, through that minefield and toward the
safety of the USS Irvin.

 But he couldn't do it. He couldn't have that guaranteed happily ever after.

 Because in order to have it, he'd have to leave Joe Catalanotto behind.

 And no matter how much Harvard wanted the chance of a future with this woman, he simply couldn't
leave his captain for dead.

 Everything he was thinking and feeling must have been written on his face, because P.J. touched his
cheek as she gazed into his eyes.

 "Maybe we don't have forever," she said quietly. "Maybe neither one of us will live to see the sunrise.
So, okay. We'll just have to jam the entire rest of our lives into the next six hours." She stood on her toes
and kissed him. "Let's go find that hut of Crash's," she whispered. "Don't let me die without making love



to you."

 Harvard gazed at her, uncertain of what to say and how to say it. Yes. That was the first thing he wanted
to say. He wanted to make love to her. As far as last requests went, he couldn't think of a single thing
he'd want more. But her assumption was that they were going to die.

 He might die tonight, but she wasn't going to. He had very little in his power and under his control, but he
could control that. And he'd made up his mind. When he left tonight, he wasn't going to take her with
him.

 And she wouldn't follow him.

 He'd made certain of that by bringing her here, to this cabin alongside this minefield. She'd be safe, and
he'd radio Crash and Blue and make sure they knew precisely where she was. And after he got Joe
out—if he got Joe out—he'd come back for her. If not, Blue would send a chopper to pick her up in a
day or so, after the trouble began to die down.

 She misread his silence. "I promise you," she told him, wiping the last of her tears from her eyes. "I'll
have no regrets tomorrow."

 "But what if we live?" Harvard asked. "What if I pull this off and get Joe out and we're both still alive
come tomorrow morning?"

 "Yeah, right, I'm really going to regret that"

 "That's not what I meant, and you know it, smart ass."

 "No regrets," she said again. "I promise." She tugged at his hand. "Come on, Daryl. The clock's running."

 Harvard's heart was in his throat because he knew P.J. truly believed neither of them would survive this
mission. She thought she had six hours left, but she was ready and willing to share those six hours—the
entire rest of her life—with him.

 He remembered what she'd told him, her most private, most secret childhood fantasy. When she was a
little girl, she'd dreamed that someday she'd find her perfect man, and he'd love her enough to marry her
before taking her to bed.

 "Marry me." Harvard's words surprised himself nearly as much as they did her.

 P.J. stared at him. "Excuse me?"

 Still, in some crazy way, it made sense. He warmed quickly to the idea. "Just for tonight. Just in case
I—we—don't make it. You told me you'd always hoped that your first lover would be your husband. So
marry me. Right here. Right now."

 "That was just a silly fantasy," she protested.

 "There's no such thing as a silly fantasy. If I'm going to be your lover, let me be your husband first."

 "But—"



 "You can't argue that you don't have the time to support that kind of commitment, to make a marriage
work. There's not much that can go sour in six hours."

 "But it won't be legal."

 She liked the idea. He could see it in her eyes. But the realistic side of her was embarrassed to admit it.

 "Don't be so pragmatic," Harvard argued. "What is marriage, really, besides a promise? A vow given
from one person to another. It'll be as legal as we want it to be."

 P.J. was laughing in disbelief. "But—"

 Harvard took her hand more firmly in his. "I, Daryl Becker, do solemnly..." She was still laughing. "Well,
maybe not solemnly, but anyway, I swear to take you, P.J.—" He broke off. "You know, I don't even
know what P.J. stands for."

 "That's probably because I've never told you."

 "So tell me."

 P.J. closed her eyes. "Are you sure you're ready for this?"

 "Uh-oh. Yeah. Absolutely."

 She opened her eyes and looked at him. "Porsche Jane."

 "Portia? That's not so strange. It's pretty. Like in the Shakespeare play?"

 P.J. shook her head. "Nope. Porsche like in the really fast car."

 Harvard laughed. "I'm not laughing at you," he said quickly. "It's just... It's so cool. I've never met
anyone who was named after a car before. Porsche. It suits you."

 "I guess it could have been worse. I could've been Maserati. Or even Chevrolet."

 "I could see you as a Spitfire," he said. "Spitfire Jane Richards. Oh, yeah."

 "Gee, thanks."

 "Why Porsche? There's a story there, right?"

 "Uh-huh. The nutshell version is that my mother was fourteen when I was born." P.J. crossed her arms.
"So are we going to stand here talking for the next six hours, or what?"

 Harvard smiled. "First I'm going to marry you. Then we'll get to the or what."

 They were going to do this. They were going to go inside that run-down little hut that was guarded by a
swamp on one side and a minefield on the other, and they were going to make love.

 P.J. was trying so hard not to be nervous. Still, he knew she was scared. But he couldn't help
himself—he had to kiss her.



 As his mouth touched hers, there was an instant conflagration. His canteen collided with her first aid kit,
but he didn't care. He kissed her harder, and she kissed him back just as ferociously. But then his
binoculars slammed against her hunting knife, and he pulled back, laughing and wanting desperately to be
free of all their gear—and all their clothes.

 P.J. was breathless and giddy with laughter, too. "Well, my pulse rate is back up to a healthy three
hundred."

 Harvard let himself drown for a moment in her eyes. "Yeah. Mine, too." He cleared his throat. "Where
was I? Oh, yeah. This marriage thing. I, Daryl Becker, take you, Porsche Jane Richards, to be my
lawfully wedded wife. I promise to love you for the rest of my life—whether it's short or long."

 P.J. stopped laughing. "You said only for tonight."

 Harvard nodded. "I'm hoping that tonight will last a very long time." He squeezed her hand. "Your turn."

 "This is silly."

 "Yup. Do it anyway. Do it for me."

 P.J. took a deep breath. "I, P.J. Richards, take you, Daryl Becker, as my husband for tonight—or for
the rest of my life. Depending. And I promise...."

 She promised what? Harvard was standing there, waiting for her to say something more, to say
something deeply emotional. She wanted to tell him that she loved him, but she couldn't do it. The words
stuck in her throat.

 But he seemed to understand, because he didn't press her for more. Instead, he bowed his head.

 "Dear God, we make these vows to each other here, in Your presence," Harvard said quietly. "There
are no judges or pastors or notarized papers to give our words weight or importance. Just You, me and
P.J. And really, what the three of us believe is all that truly matters, isn't it?"

 He paused, and P.J. could hear the sound of insects in the grass, the stream gurgling over rocks, the
rustle of leaves as a gentle breeze brought them a breath of cool ocean air.

 Harvard looked up, met her gaze and smiled. "I think that since we haven't been struck down by
lightning, we can pretty much assume we've been given an affirmative from the Man." He pulled her
closer. "And I don't think I'm going to wait for Him to clear His throat and tell me it's okay to kiss the
bride." He lowered his mouth to hers, but stopped a mere whisper from her lips. "You belong to me now,
P.J. And I'm all yours. For as long as you want me."

 P.J. stood in the jungle on the side of a mountain as Daryl Becker gently lifted her chin and covered her
lips with his. She wasn't dressed in a white gown. He wasn't wearing a gleaming dress uniform. They
were clad in camouflage gear. They were dirty and sweaty and tired.

 None of this should have been romantic, but somehow, someway, it was. Harvard had made it magical.

 And even though their vows couldn't possibly have stood up in a court of law, P.J. knew that everything
he'd told her was true. She belonged to him. She had for quite some time now. She simply hadn't let



herself admit it.

 "Let's go inside," he whispered, tugging gently at her hand.

 It was then she realized they'd been standing within ten yards of the hut the entire time.

 It was covered almost completely by vines and plants. With the thick growth of vegetation, it was
camouflaged perfectly.

 She could have walked within six feet of it and gone right past, never realizing it was there.

 Even the roof had sprouted plant life-long slender stalks with leaves on the end that grew upward in
search of the sun.

 "You said you wanted a house with a garden," Harvard said with a smile.

 P.J. had to laugh. "This house is a garden."

 The door was hanging on only one hinge, and it creaked as Harvard pushed it open with the barrel of his
rifle.

 P.J. held her weapon at the ready. Just because the house looked deserted, that didn't mean it was.

 But it was empty. Inside was a single room with a hard-packed dirt floor. There were no plants
growing—probably because they died from lack of sun.

 It was dim inside, and cool.

 Harvard set down his pack, then slipped the strap of his weapon over his shoulder. "I'll be right back."
He turned to look at her before he stepped out the door. "I should've carried you over this threshold."

 "Don't be prehistoric."

 "I think it's supposed to bring luck," he told her. "Or guarantee fertility. Or something. I forget."

 P.J. laughed as he went out the door. "In the neighbourhoods I grew up in, those are two hugely different
things."

 She set her rifle against the wall, then slipped out of her lightweight pack. It was too quiet in there
without Harvard. Too dark without his light.

 But he was back within minutes, just after she'd taken off her heavy combat vest and put it beside her
weapon and pack. He'd cut a whole armload of palm fronds and leaves, and he tossed them onto the
floor. He took a tightly rolled, lightweight blanket from his pack and covered the cushion of leaves.

 He'd made them a bed.

 A wedding bed.

 P.J. swallowed, and she heard the sound echo in the stillness.



 Harvard was watching her as he unfastened the Velcro straps on his combat vest and unbuttoned the
shirt underneath.

 His sleeves were rolled up high on his arms, past the bulge of his biceps, and P.J. found herself staring at
his muscles.

 He had huge arms. They were about as big around as her thighs. Maybe even bigger. His shoulders
strained against the seams of his shirt as he opened his canteen and took a drink, all the while watching
her.

 He was her husband.

 Oh, she knew that legally what they'd done, what they'd said, wasn't real. But Harvard clearly had meant
the words he'd spoken.

 She got a solid rush of pleasure from that now. It was foolish—she knew it was. But she didn't care.

 He held out his hand for her, and she went to him. Her husband.

 Harvard caught his breath as P.J. slipped her hands inside the open front of his shirt. It was like her to be
so bold in an attempt to cover her uncertainty and fear. And she was afraid. He could see it in her eyes.
But more powerful than her fear was her trust. She trusted him—if not completely, then at least certainly
enough to be here with him now.

 He felt giddy with the knowledge. And breathless from the responsibility. A little frightened at the thought
of having to hurt her this first time. And totally turned on by her touch.

 He slipped off his vest, turning away from her slightly to set it and the valuable equipment it held on the
floor.

 Her hands swept up his chest to his neck. She pushed his shirt up and off his shoulders. "You're so
beautiful," she murmured, trailing her lips across his chest as she ran her palms down his arms. "You don't
know how long I've been wanting to touch you this way."

 "Hey, I think that's supposed to be my line." Harvard shook himself free from his shirt, letting it lie where
it fell as he pulled her into his arms. Damn, she was so tiny, he could have wrapped his arms around her
twice.

 He felt the tiniest sliver of doubt. She was so small. And he...he wasn't. The sensation of her hands and
mouth caressing him, kissing him, had completely aroused him. He couldn't remember the last time he'd
been so turned on. He wanted her now. Hard and fast, right up against the cabin wall. He wanted to bury
himself in her. He wanted to lose his mind in her fire.

 But he couldn't do that. He had to take this slow. God help him, he didn't want to hurt her any more than
he had to. He was going to have to take his time, be careful, be gentle, stay completely in control.

 He kissed her slowly, forcing himself to set a pace that was laid-back and lazy. Because she certainly
was going to be nervous and probably a little bit shy—

 But then he realized with a shock that she'd already unbuttoned her shirt. He tried to help her pull it off,
but he only got in the way as he touched the satiny smoothness of her arms, her back, her stomach. She



was wearing a black sports bra. He wanted it off her, too, but he couldn't find the fastener. But then she
began unbuckling her belt, and he was completely distracted.

 She pulled away from him and sat on the blanket to untie her boot laces.

 Harvard did the same, his blood pounding through his veins. His fingers fumbled as she kicked off her
boots and socks, and then she was helping him—as if she were the old pro and he the clumsy novice.

 She helped him get his boots off. Then, in one fluid motion, she quickly peeled off her pants and pulled
her sports bra up and over her head.

 So much for her being shy.

 As she turned toward him, he wanted to stop her, to hold her at arm's length and just look at her. But his
hands had other plans. He pulled her close and touched her, skimming his fingers along the softness of
her skin, cupping the sweet fullness of her breasts in the palm of his hand.

 She was the perfect mix of lithe athletic muscles and soft curves.

 He kissed her, trying his damnedest not to rush. But she wasn't of the same mind. She opened her mouth
to him, inviting him in, kissing him hungrily. She was an explosion of passion, a scorching embodiment of
ecstasy, and he couldn't resist her. He groaned and kissed her harder, deeper, claiming her mouth with
his tongue and her body with his hands. He rolled on the blanket, pulling her on top of him, letting her feel
his hard desire against the softness of her belly, as he tried desperately to stay in control.

 "I want to touch you," she whispered as she kissed his face, his neck, his chin. She pulled away slightly
to look into his eyes. "May I touch you?"

 "Oh, yeah." Harvard didn't hesitate. He took her hand and pressed her palm fully against him.

 P.J. laughed giddily. "My God," she said. "And you intend to put that where?"

 "Trust me," Harvard said. He drew in a breath as she grew bolder, as her fingers explored him more
completely, encircling him, caressing him.

 "Do I look like a woman who doesn't trust you?" she asked, smiling at him.

 She was in his arms, wearing only her trust and a very small pair of black bikini panties. Yes, she trusted
him. She just didn't trust him enough. If she had, she would have told him that she loved him, too. And
she wouldn't have looked so frightened when he vowed to love her for the rest of his life.

 It didn't matter. Harvard told himself again that it didn't matter. Although he would have liked to hear it in
words, P.J. was showing him exactly how she felt.

 He touched the desire-tightened tip of her bare breast with one knuckle, then ran his finger down to the
elastic edge of her panties. "You look like a woman who's not quite naked enough."

 She shivered at his touch. "I'm more naked than you." Her hands went to his belt. "Mind if I try to even
out the odds...and satisfy my raging curiosity at the same time?"

 "I love your raging curiosity," Harvard said as she tugged down the zipper of his pants.



 He hooked his thumbs in his briefs and pushed both them and his pants down his legs, and then—damn,
it felt good!—she was touching him, skin against skin, her fingers curled around him.

 Her eyes were about the size of dinner plates, and he leaned back on both elbows, letting her look and
touch to her heart's content while he silently tried not to have a pleasure-induced stroke.

 It was not like her to be quiet for so long, and she didn't disappoint him when she finally did speak.
"Now I know," she told him, "what they mean when they talk about penis envy."

 Harvard had to laugh. He pulled her to him for another scorching kiss, loving the sensation of her breasts
soft against his chest, their legs intertwined, her hand still touching him, gently exploring, driving him damn
near wild. And as much as he loved her touch, he loved this feeling of completeness, this sense of
belonging and profound joy. Nothing had ever felt so right

 Or felt so wrong. The clock was ticking. All too soon this pleasure was going to end. He was going to
have to lie to her, and then he was going to walk away—maybe never to see her again. That knowledge
loomed over him, casting the bleakest of shadows.

 Harvard pushed it away, far away. Slow down. He took a deep breath. He had to slow things down for
more than one reason. He wanted this afternoon to last forever. And he didn't want to scare her.

 But she kissed him again, and he lost all sense of reason. He took her breast into his mouth, tasting her,
kissing and laving her with his tongue, and she arched against him in an explosion of pleasure so intense
he nearly lost control.

 He drew harder, and she moaned. It was a slow, sexy noise, and it implied that whatever she was
feeling, it certainly wasn't fear.

 He dipped his fingers beneath the front edge of her panties, and she stiffened, pulling away slightly. He
slowed but didn't stop, lightly touching her most intimately as he gazed at her.

 "Oh!" she breathed.

 "Tell me if I'm going too fast for you," he murmured, searching her eyes.

 "That feels so good," she whispered. She closed her eyes and relaxed against him.

 "If you want, we can do it like this for a while," he told her.

 She looked at him, surprised. "But...what about you? What about your pleasure?"

 "This gives me pleasure. Holding you, touching you like this, watching you..." He took a moment to rid
her of her panties. She was, without a doubt, the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen. "Believe me, we
could do this all afternoon, and I'd do just fine in the pleasure department."

 She cried out, and her grip on him tightened as his exploring fingers delved a little deeper. Her hips
moved upward instinctively, pressing him inside her. She was slick and hot with desire, and he loved
knowing that he'd done that to her.

 She was his—and his alone. No other man had touched her this way, no other man before him. No



other man had heard her moan with this passion. No other man would ever have this chance to be her
first lover.

 He kissed her possessively, suddenly dizzy from wanting and damn near aching with need, pressing the
hard length of his arousal against the sweet softness of her thigh, still touching her, always touching her,
harder now, but no less gently.

 She returned his kisses fiercely, then pulled back to laugh at him. "You are such a liar," she accused him
breathlessly. She imitated his voice. "We could do this all afternoon...."

 "I'm not lying. It's true that I want you more than I've ever wanted anyone—I can't argue with that. But
this is good, too. This is beyond good," he told her, taking a moment to draw one deliciously tempting
nipple into his mouth. "I could do this for the rest of my life and die a happy man."

 He gently grazed her with his teeth, and she gasped, her movement opening herself to him more
completely. "Please," she said. "I want..." She was breathing raggedly as she looked at him.

 "What?" he whispered, kissing her breasts, her collarbone, her throat. "Tell me, P.J. Tell me what you
want."

 "I want you to show me how we can fit together. I want to feel you inside of me."

 He kissed her again, pushing himself off her. "I'll get a condom."

 P.J. pushed herself onto her elbows. "You brought condoms on a training operation?"

 Harvard laughed as he opened one of the Velcro pockets of his vest. "Yeah. You did, too. You should
have three or four in your combat vest. To put over our rifle barrels in case of heavy rain, remember?"

 She wasn't paying attention. She was watching him as he tore open the foil packet, her eyes
heavy-lidded with desire. Her hair had come free from her ponytail, and it hung thickly around her
shoulders. Her satin-smooth skin gleamed exquisitely in the dim light that filtered through the holes in the
ancient ceiling.

 Harvard took his time covering himself, wanting to memorize that picture of her lying there, naked and
waiting for him. He wanted to be able to call it up at will. He wanted to be able to remember this little
corner of heaven when he left tonight, heading for hell.

 But then he could wait no longer.

 She held out her arms for him, and he went to her. He crawled onto the blanket and he kissed her, his
body cradled between her legs. He kissed her again and again—long, slow, deep kisses calculated to
leave her breathless. They worked their magic on him, as well, and he came up for air, breathing hard
and half-blind with need.

 He reached between them, feeling her heat, knowing it was now or never. In order to give her pleasure,
he first had to give her pain.

 But maybe he could mask that pain with the heat of the fire he knew he could light within her.

 He kissed her hard, launching a sensual attack against her, stroking her breasts, knowing she loved that



sensation. He touched her mercilessly and kissed her relentlessly as he positioned himself against her,
letting her feel his weight. Her hips lifted to meet him, and she rubbed herself against his length, damn near
doing him in.

 The wildfire he'd started was in him, as well, consuming him, burning him alive.

 "Please," she breathed into his mouth between feverish kisses. "Daryl, please..."

 Harvard shifted his hips and drove himself inside her.

 She cried out, but it wasn't hurt that tinged her voice and echoed in the tiny hut. She clung to him tightly,
her breath coming fast in his ear.

 He could barely speak. He made his mouth form words. "Are you all right? Do you want to stop?"

 She pulled back to look at him, her dark eyes wide with disbelief. "Stop? You want to stop? Now?"

 He touched her face. "Just tell me you're okay."

 "I'm okay." She laughed. "Understatement of the year."

 Harvard moved. Gently. Experimentally. Holding her gaze, he filled her again, slowly this time.

 "Oh, my," P.J. whispered. "Would you mind doing that again?"

 He smiled and complied, watching her face.

 When P.J. wanted to, she was a master at hiding her emotions. But as he made love to her, every
sensation, every feeling she was experiencing was right there on her face for him to see. Their joining was
as intimate emotionally as it was physically.

 He moved faster, still watching her, feeling her move with him as she joined him in this timeless, ageless,
instinctive dance.

 "Kiss me," she murmured.

 He loved looking in her eyes, but he would have done anything she asked, and he kissed her. And as
she always did when she kissed him, she set him on fire.

 And he did the same to her.

 He felt her explode, shattering in his arms, and he spun crazily out of control. His own release ripped
through him as she clung to him, as she matched his passion stroke for stroke.

 His heart pounded and his ears roared as he went into orbit. He couldn't speak, couldn't breathe.

 He could only love her.

 He rocked gently back to earth, slowly becoming aware that he was on top of her, pinning her down,
crushing her. But as he began to move, she held onto him.



 "Stay," she whispered. "Please?"

 He held her close as he turned onto his back. "Is this okay?" She was on top of him, but he was still
inside her.

 P.J. nodded. She lifted her head and met his gaze. "Good fit."

 Harvard had to laugh. "Yeah," he said. "A perfect fit."

 She tucked her head under his chin, and he held her tightly, feeling her breath, watching the dappled light
stream through the holes in the roof.

 He couldn't remember the last time he'd felt such peace.

 And then he did remember. It was years ago. Some holiday. Thanksgiving or Christmas. His sisters
were still kids—he'd been little more than a child himself. He'd been away at college, or maybe it was
during one of his first years in the Navy.

 He'd been home, basking in the glow of being back, enjoying that sense of belonging after being gone for
so long.

 He felt that sense of completeness now—and it certainly wasn't because there was anything special
about this little barely standing hut.

 No, the specialness was lying in his arms.

 Harvard held P.J. closer, knowing he'd finally found his home.

 In less than six hours he was going to have to leave. It was entirely possible he was going to die. But
Harvard knew that even if he lived, he'd never have this peace again. Because if he lived, P.J. was never
going to forgive him.

 Chapter 15

 Blue McCoy paced the ready room of the USS Irvin like a caged panther.

 Crash set the cardboard cups of coffee he carried in down on a table and silently pushed one of them
toward the other man.

 He went to the door and closed it in the face of the master-at-arms who'd been following him since he
returned to the ship. It was obvious that everyone on board the Irvin expected him to try to get back to
the island. McCoy was being watched just as closely. They'd both been warned that leaving the ship for
any reason would be a court martial-able offence.

 "I can't stand this," McCoy said through clenched teeth. "He's alive. We should be able to go in after him
now. You said yourself you don't think he's going to last more than a few days with the kind of injuries
he's sustained."

 It was possible Joe Catalanotto was already dead. McCoy knew that as well as Crash did. But neither
of them spoke the words.



 "Harvard's still there." Crash tried his best to be optimistic, even though experience told him reality more
often than not turned out to be more like the worst-case scenario than the best. "You know as well as I
do that the only thing pinning H. down is his inability to move during the daylight. He's planning to go in
after the captain come nightfall."

 "But Bob and Wes are really pinned down." Blue McCoy sat at the table, his exhaustion evident, his
Southern drawl pronounced. "Harvard's only one man."

 Crash sat across from him. "He's got P.J. I think between the two of them, they can get Joe out." He
took a sip of coffee. "What they may not be able to do is get Joe down the mountain and safely to this
ship."

 McCoy pulled opened the tab on the plastic cover of his coffee, staring at it sightlessly for a moment
before he looked at Crash. For all his fatigue, his eyes were clear, his gaze sharp.

 "We need a helo. We need one standing by and ready to go in and pull them out of there the moment
Harvard gives us the word." McCoy shook his head in disgust. "But I've already requested that, and the
admiral's already turned me down." He swore softly. "They're not going to let an American helicopter in,
not even for a medivac."

 McCoy looked at Crash again, and there was murder in his eyes. "If the captain dies, there's going to be
hell to pay."

 Crash didn't doubt that one bit.

  

 "You know, now I can add 'sacrificial virgin' to the vast list of employment opportunities that will never
be open to me," P.J. mused.

 As Harvard laughed, she felt his arms tighten around her. "Are there really that many on the list?"

 She turned her head to look at him in the growing twilight, loving the feeling of his powerful, muscular
body spooned next to hers, her back to his front. It still astonished her that a man so strong could be so
tender. "Sure. Things like professional basketball player. Not only am I too short, but now I'm too old.
And sperm donor is on the list for obvious reasons. So is the position of administrative assistant to a
white supremacist. And then there's professional wrestler. That's never going to happen."

 "Skyscraper window washer?" he suggested, amusement dancing in his eyes.

 "Yup. High on the list. Along with rock climber and tightrope walker. Oh, yeah—and teen singing
sensation. That went on the list the year I was an angel in a Christmas pageant. The singing part I could
handle, but I hated the fact that everyone was looking at me. It's hard to be a sensation when you won't
come out from behind the curtains."

 His smile made his eyes warmer. "You get stage fright, huh? I never would've thought."

 "Yeah, and I bet you don't get it. I bet come karaoke night at the officers' club you're the first one up on
stage."

 "I'm not an officer," he reminded her. "But yeah, you're right. I've definitely inherited my mother's acting



gene."

 "Your mother was an actress?"

 "She still is," he told her. "Although these days, she's mostly doing community theatre. She's really good.
You'll have to see her some day."

 Except it was all too likely they wouldn't have tomorrow, let alone some day. All they had was now, but
the sun was sinking quickly, and now was nearly gone. Harvard must have realized what he'd said almost
as soon as the words had left his lips, because his smile quickly faded. Still, he tried to force a smile, tried
to ignore the reality of their nonexistent future, tried to restore the light mood.

 He cupped his hand around her bare breast. "You might want to put nun at the bottom of your list."

 "Nun's been on the list for a while," she admitted, shivering at his touch, making an effort, too, to keep
her voice light. "I say for too many bad words to ever have a shot at being a nun. And then, of course,
there's all my impure thoughts."

 "Ooh, I'd love to hear some of those impure thoughts. What are you thinking right now?" His smile was
genuine, but she could still see the glimmer of a shadow in his eyes.

 "Actually, I'm wondering why you're not an officer," she told him.

 He made a face at her. "That's an impure thought?"

 "No. But it was what I was thinking. You asked." P.J. turned to face him. "Why didn't you become an
officer, Daryl? Joe told me you were approached often enough."

 "The chiefs run the Navy," he told her. "Everyone thinks the officers do—including most of the
officers—but it's really the chiefs who get things done."

 "But you could've been a captain by now. You could've been the man leading Alpha Squad," she
argued.

 Harvard smiled as he ran one hand across her bare torso, from her breast to her hip and then back up,
over and over, slowly, deliciously, hypnotically.

 "I'm one of the men leading Alpha Squad," he told her. "Cat's a good captain. But he's a mustang—an
enlisted man who made the switch to officer. He's had to fight like hell for every promotion. In some
ways, that's good. He knows he's not randomly going to get bumped any higher into some job he's not
suitable for. What he does best is right here, out in the real world."

 "But you would be a maverick, too."

 "I would be a maverick who'd attended Harvard University," he countered. "Every time I was
approached by folks who wanted me to go to officer's training, I could see my future in their eyes. It
involved spending a lot of time behind a desk. I don't know if the reason they wanted me so badly was to
fill a quota, or what, but..."

 "You don't really think that, do you?" she asked.



 Harvard shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe. All my life, I watched my father struggle. He was one of the
top—if not the top—English lit professors in the northeast. But he wasn't known for that. He was 'that
black English lit professor.' He was constantly being approached to join the staff of other colleges, but it
wasn't because of his knowledge. It was because he would fulfil a quota. It was a constant source of
frustration for him. I'm sure, particularly as a woman, you can relate."

 "I can," she told him. "I don't know how many times I've been called in to join a task force and then told
to take a seat at the table and look pretty. No one wanted my input. They wanted any news cameras that
might be aimed in their direction to see that they had women on staff. Like, 'Look, y'all. We're so
politically correct, we've got a woman working with us.'"

 "That's why I didn't want to become an officer. Maybe I was just too leery, but I was afraid I'd lose my
identity and become 'that black officer.' I was afraid I'd be a figurehead without any real power, safely
stashed behind a desk for show." He shook his head. "I may not make as much money, and every now
and then a smart-ass lieutenant who's nearly half my age comes along and tries to order me around, but
other than that, I'm exactly where I want to be."

 P.J. kissed him. His mouth was so sweet, so warm. She kissed him again, lingering this time, touching his
lips with the tip of her tongue.

 She could feel his mouth move into a smile. "I know you're thinking something impure now."

 She was, indeed. "I'm thinking that if you only knew what I was thinking, you'd discover my awful
secret."

 He caught her lower lip between his teeth, tugging gently before he let go. "And what awful secret might
that be?"

 "The fact that no matter what I do, I can't seem to get enough of you."

 His eyes turned an even warmer shade of whiskey brown as he bent to kiss her. "The feeling is definitely
mutual."

 She reached between them, searching for him-and found him already aroused. Again. "You want to go
four for four, my man?"

 "Yes." He kissed her again, a sweet kiss. "And no. And this time, no wins. You're going to be sore
enough as it is." His gaze flickered to the drying bloodstains on the blanket.

 He'd been so gentle and tender after the first time they'd made love. He'd helped her get cleaned up, and
he'd cleaned her blood off himself, as well. P.J. knew he hated the idea that he'd caused her any pain at
all, and the blood proved he'd hurt her. Unintentionally. And necessarily, of course. But he had hurt her.

 Still, he'd also made her feel impossibly good.

 Harvard propped himself on one elbow and looked at her in the dwindling light. "Besides, my sweet
Porsche Jane, it's time to think about heading out."

 The fear P.J. had buried inside her exploded with a sudden rush. Their time was up. It was over. They
had a job to do. A man's life to save. Their own lives to risk.



 Harvard gently extracted himself from her arms and stood up. He gathered her clothes and handed them
to her, and they both quietly got dressed.

 Before they went to John Sherman's stronghold, Harvard was determined to find them some real
weapons. He'd told her earlier he intended to do that alone.

 P.J. broke the silence. "I want to go with you."

 Harvard glanced up from tying his bootlaces. He'd propped opened the rickety door to the hut to let in
the last of the fading evening light. His face was in the shadows, but P.J. knew that even if he'd been
brightly illuminated, she wouldn't have been able to read his expression. It didn't seem possible that this
was the man who'd spent the afternoon with her, naked and laughing in her arms.

 "You know for a fact that I'll be able to do this faster—cleaner—without you." His voice was even,
matter-of-fact.

 Yeah, she did know that. It took him more than twice as long to move quietly through the jungle when
she was with him. And quietly was a relative term. Her most painstakingly silent version of quiet was
much noisier than his.

 Without her, he could approach the fringes of the armed camp where Wes and Bobby were pinned
down and he could appropriate real weapons that fired real, live ammunition.

 Harvard straightened, pulling the edges of his shirt together.

 P.J. watched his fingers fastening the buttons. He had such big hands, such broad fingers. It seemed
impossible that he should be able to finesse those tiny buttons through their tiny buttonholes, but he did it
nimbly—faster even than she could have.

 Of course, she was far more interested in undressing the man than putting his clothes back on him.

 "If something happens," he said, his voice velvety smooth like the rapidly falling darkness as he shrugged
into his combat vest, "if I'm not back before sunup, get on the radio and tell Blue where you are." He
took several tubes of camouflage paint from his pocket and began smearing black and green across his
face and the top of his head. "Crash will know how to get here."

 P.J. couldn't believe what she was hearing. "If you're not back before sunup?"

 "Don't be going into that minefield on your own," he told her sternly, mutating into Senior Chief Becker.
"Just stay right here. I'm leaving you what's left of my water and my power bars. It's not much, but it'll
hold you for a few days. I don't expect it'll be too much longer before Blue can get a helicopter up here
to extract you."

 She pushed herself to her feet, realization making her stomach hurt. "You're not planning to come back,
are you?"

 "Don't be melodramatic. I'm just making provisions for the worst-case scenario." He didn't look her in
the eye as he fastened his vest.

 P.J. took a deep breath, and when she spoke, her voice sounded remarkably calm. "So what time do
you really expect to be back? Much earlier than sunrise, I assume."



 He set his canteen and several foil-wrapped energy bars next to her vest, then looked straight at her and
lied. She knew him well enough by now to know that he was lying. "I'll be back by ten if it's easy,
midnight if it's not"

 P.J. nodded, watching as Harvard checked his rifle. Even though the only ammunition he had was paint
balls, it was the only weapon he had, and he was making sure it was in working order.

 "You said you loved me," she said quietly. "Did you really mean it?"

 He turned to look at her. "Do you really have to ask?"

 "I have trust issues," she told him bluntly.

 "Yes," he said without hesitation. "I love you."

 "Even though I'm a FInCOM agent? A fink?"

 He blinked and then laughed. "Yeah. Even though you're a fink."

 "Even though you know that I get up and go to work every day, and sometimes that work means that
people fire their weapons at me?"

 He didn't try to hide his exasperation. "What does that have to do with whether or not I love you?"

 "I have a very dangerous job. I risk my life quite often. Did you know that?"

 "Of course I—"

 "And yet, you claim you fell in love with me."

 "I'm not just claiming it."

 "Would you describe me as brave?" she asked.

 "P.J., I don't understand what you're—"

 "I know," she said. "I'm trying to make you understand. Just answer my questions. Would you describe
me as someone who's brave?"

 "Yes."

 "Strong?"

 "You know you are."

 "I know exactly who and what I am," P.J. told him. "I'm trying to find out if you know."

 "Yes, you're strong," he conceded. "You might not be able to bench press a lot of weight, but you can
run damn near forever. And you have strength of character. Stamina. Willpower. Call it whatever you
want, you've got it."



 "Do you respect me for that?"

 "Of course I do."

 "And maybe even admire me a little?"

 "P.J.—"

 "Do you?" she persisted.

 "You know it."

 "As far as finks go, do you think I'm any good?"

 He smiled.

 "At my job," she clarified.

 "You're the best," he said simply.

 "I'm the best," she repeated. "At my dangerous job. I'm strong, and I'm brave, and you respect and
admire me for that—maybe you even fell in love with me for those reasons."

 "I fell in love with you because you're funny and smart and beautiful inside as well as out."

 "But I'm also those other things, don't you think? If I weren't strong, if I didn't have the drive to be the
best FInCOM agent I could possibly be, I probably wouldn't be the person I am right now, and you
probably wouldn't have fallen in love with me. Do you agree?"

 He was silent for a moment.

 "Yeah," he finally said. "You're probably right."

 "Then why," P.J. asked, "are you trying to change who I am? Why are you trying to turn me into some
kind of romantic heroine who needs rescuing and protecting? Why are you trying to wrap me in gauze
and keep me safe from harm when you know damn well one of the reasons you fell in love with me is that
I don't need any gauze wrapping?"

 Harvard was silent, and P.J. prayed her words were sinking in.

 "Go and get the weapons you think we'll need," she told him. "And then come back so we can go about
bringing Joe home. Together."

 She couldn't read the look in his eyes.

 She pulled him close and kissed him fiercely, hoping her kiss would reinforce her words, hoping he'd
understand all she'd left unsaid.

 He held her tightly, then he stepped toward the door.



 "I'll be waiting for you," P.J. told him.

 But he was already gone.

  

 Across the room, Blue McCoy shot out of his seat as if someone had fired a rocket under his chair. He
swore sharply. "That's it!"

 Crash leaned forward. "What's it?"

 "The solution to getting Joe out. I said it myself. They're not going to let an American helicopter fly into
the island's airspace."

 Crash laughed softly. "Of course. Let's go find a radio. I know who we can call. This could actually
work."

 Blue McCoy wasn't ready to smile yet. "Provided Harvard can get the job done on his end."

  

 P.J. paced in the darkness.

 She stopped only to flip up the cover of her waterproof watch and glance at the iridescent hands. As she
watched, the minute hand jerked a little bit closer to midnight.

 Harvard wasn't coming back.

 She sank onto the cool dirt floor of the hut and sat leaning against the rough wooden wall, her rifle
across her lap, trying to banish that thought.

 It wasn't midnight yet.

 And until it was after midnight, she was going to hang on tight to her foolhardy belief that Daryl Becker
was going to return.

 Any minute now he was going to walk in that door. He would kiss her and hand her a weapon that fired
bullets made of lead rather than paint, and then they would go find Joe.

 Any minute now.

 The minute hand moved closer to twelve.

 Any minute.

 From a distance, she heard a sound, an explosion, and she sprang to her feet.

 She crossed to the open doorway and looked out. But the hut was in a small valley, and she could see
no further in the otherworldly moonlight than the immediate jungle that surrounded her.

 The explosion had been from beyond the minefield—of that much she was certain.



 She heard more sounds. Distant gunfire. Single shots, and the unforgettable double bursts of automatic
weapons.

 P.J. listened hard, trying to gauge which direction the gunfire was coming from. John Sherman's home
base was to the north. This noise was definitely coming from the south.

 From the direction Harvard had headed to acquire his supply of weapons.

 Cursing, P.J. switched on her radio, realizing she might be able to hear firsthand what the hell was going
on. She'd turned the radio on now and then in the hours Harvard had been gone, but there was nothing to
hear, and she'd kept turning it off to save batteries.

 She could hear Wesley Skelly.

 "Some kind of blast on the other side of the camp," he said sotto voce. "But the guards around this
structure have not moved an inch. We are unable to use this diversion to escape. We remain pinned in
place. Goddamn it."

 P.J. held her breath, hoping, praying to hear Harvard's voice, as well.

 She heard Blue McCoy telling Wes to stay cool, to stay hidden. Intel reports had come in informing
them that Kim's army was rumoured to be heading north. Maybe even in as few as three or four hours,
before dawn.

 P.J. made certain her mike was off before she cursed again. Dear Lord Jesus, the news kept getting
worse. They would have to try to rescue Joe Catalanotto knowing that in a matter of hours Sherman's
installation was going to be under attack from opposing forces.

 That is, if Harvard weren't already lying somewhere, dead or dying.

 And even if he weren't, she'd only been kidding herself all evening long. He wasn't going to come back.
He couldn't handle letting her face the danger. He may well love her, but he didn't love her enough to
accept her as she was, as an equal.

 She was a fool for thinking she could convince him otherwise.

 Then she heard another noise. Barely discernible. Almost nonexistent. Metal against metal.

 Someone was coming.

 P.J. faded into the hut, out of range of the silvery moonlight, and lifted the barrel of her rifle. Aim for the
eyes, Crash had advised her. Paint balls could do considerable damage to someone not wearing
protective goggles.

 Then, as if she'd conjured him from the shadows, tall and magnificent and solidly real, Harvard
appeared.

 He'd come back.

 He'd actually come back!



 P.J. stepped farther into the darkness of the hut. The hot rush of emotion made her knees weak, and
tears flooded her eyes. For the briefest, dizzying moment, she felt as if she were going to faint.

 "P.J." He spoke softly from outside the door.

 She took a deep breath, forcing back the dizziness and the tears, forcing the muscles in her legs to hold
her up. She set down her weapon. "Come in," she said. Her voice sounded only a tiny bit strained. "Don't
worry, I won't shoot you."

 "Yeah, I didn't want to surprise you and get a paint ball in some uncomfortable place." He stepped
inside, pausing to set what looked like a small arsenal—weapons and ammunition—on the floor.

 "Was that you? All that noise from the south?" she asked, amazed that she could stand there and ask him
questions as if she had expected him to return, as if she didn't desperately want to throw her arms around
him and never let go. "How did you get here so fast?"

 He was organizing the weapons he'd stolen, putting the correct ammunition with the various guns.
Altogether, there looked to be about six of them, ranging from compact handguns to several HK MP5
submachine guns. "I cut a long fuse. And I ran most of the way here."

 P.J. realized his camouflaged face was slick with perspiration.

 "I tried to create a diversion so Bob, Wes and Chuck could escape," he told her. He laughed, but
without humour. "Didn't happen."

 "Yeah," she said. "I heard." God, she wanted him to hold her. But he kept working, crouched close to
the ground. He glanced at her in the darkness. She asked, "Are you sure you're all right?"

 "I had hardly any trouble at all. The outer edges of the camp aren't even patrolled. The place should've
had a sign saying Weapons'R'Us. I walked in and helped myself to what I wanted from several different
tents. The irony is that the only real guards in the area are the ones standing by the structure where the
CSF team is hiding." He straightened and held a small handgun—a Browning—and several clips of
ammunition out to her. "Here. Sorry I couldn't get you a holster."

 That was when she saw it—the streak of blood on his cheek. "You're bleeding."

 He touched his face with the back of his hand and looked at the trace of blood that had been transferred
to it. "It's just a scratch."

 She worked to keep her voice calm. Conversational. "Are you going to tell me what happened? How
you got scratched?"

 He met her eyes briefly. "I wasn't as invisible as I'd hoped to be. I had to convince someone to take a
nap rather than report that I was in the neighbourhood. He wasn't too happy about that. In the struggle,
he grabbed my lip mike and snapped it off—tried to take out my eye with it, too. That's what I get for
being nice. If I'd stopped him with my knife right from the start, I wouldn't be out a vital piece of
equipment right now."

 "You can use my headset," P.J. told him.



 "No. You're going to need it. I can still listen in, but I'm not going to be able to talk to you unless I can
get this thing rewired." He laughed again, humourlessly. "This op just keeps getting more and more
complicated, doesn't it?"

 She nodded. "I take it you heard the news?"

 "About Sun Yung Kim's sunrise attack? Oh, yeah. I heard." 

 "And still you came back," she said softly.

 "Yeah," he said. "I lost my mind. I came back."

 "I guess you really do love me," she whispered.

 He didn't say anything. He just stood there looking at her. And P.J. realized, in the soft glow of the
moonlight, that his eyes were suddenly brimming with tears.

 She stepped toward him as he reached for her and then, God, she was in his arms. He held her tightly,
tucking her head under his chin.

 "Thank you," she said. "Thank you for listening to what I told you."

 "This is definitely the hardest thing I've ever done." His voice was choked. "But you were right.
Everything you said was too damn right. I was trying to change who you are, because part of who you
are scares the hell out of me. But if I'd wanted a lady who needed to be taken care of, someone who
was happier sitting home watching TV instead of chasing bad guys across the globe, I would've found her
and married her a long time ago." He drew in a deep breath. "I do love who you are. And right now,
God help me, who you are is the FInCOM agent who's going to help me save the captain."

 "I know we can pull this off," she told him, believing it for the first time. With this man by her side, she
was certain she could do anything.

 "I think we can, too." He pushed her hair from her face as he searched her eyes. "You're going to go in
that air duct and—with stealth—you're going to locate the captain and then you're going to come out.
You find him, we pinpoint his location and then we figure out the next step once you're safely out of
there. Are we together on this?"

 She nodded. "Absolutely, Senior Chief."

 "Good." He kissed her. "Let's do this and go home."

 P.J. had to smile. "This is going to sound weird, but I feel kind of sad leaving here—kind of like this
place is our home."

 Harvard shook his head. "No, it's not this place. It's this thing—" he gestured helplessly between the two
of them "—this thing we share. And that's going to follow wherever we go."

 "You mean love?'' 

 He traced her lips with his thumb. "Yeah," he said. "I wasn't sure you were quite ready to call it that,
but...yeah. I know it's love. Gotta be. It's bigger than anything I've ever felt before."



 "No, it's not," P.J. said softly. "It's smaller. Small enough to fill all the cracks in my heart. Small enough to
sneak in when I wasn't looking. Small enough to get under my skin and into my blood. Like some kind of
virus that's impossible to shake." She laughed softly at the look on his face. "Not that I'd ever want to
shake it."

 The tears were back in his beautiful eyes, and P.J. knew that as hard and as scary as it was to put what
she was feeling into words, it was well worth it. She knew that he wanted so badly to hear the things she
was saying.

 "You know, I expected to live my entire life without knowing what love really is," she told him quietly.
"But every time I look at you, every time you smile at me, I think, Oh! So that's love. That odd,
wonderful, awful feeling that makes me both hot and cold, makes me want to laugh and cry. For the first
time in my life, Daryl, I know what the fuss is all about.

 "I was hoping you'd understand when I gave you my body today that my heart and soul were
permanently attached. But since you like to talk—you do like your words—I know you'd want to hear it
in plain English. I figured since we weren't going to get much of a chance to chat after we leave this place,
I better say this now. I love you. All of you. Till death do us part, and probably long after that, too. I was
too chicken to say that when we were...when I—"

 "When you married me," Harvard said, kissing her so sweetly on the lips. "When we got back to the
States, I was going to make you realize just how real those vows we made were. I was going to wear
you down until you agreed to do an encore performance in front of the pastor of my parents' new
church."

 When we get back. Not if.   

 But marriage?

 "Marriage takes so much time to make it work," P.J. said cautiously. "We both have jobs that take us all
over the country—all over the world. We don't have time—"

 Harvard handed her one of the submachine guns. "We don't have time not to spend every minute we can
together. I think if I learned only one thing in these past few hours, it's that." He looped the straps of the
other weapons over his shoulders. "So what do you say? Are you good to go?"

 P.J. nodded. "Yes," she said. It didn't matter if he were talking about this mission or their future. As long
as he was with her, she was definitely good to go.

 Chapter 16

 "You have an hour, ninety minutes tops," Harvard told P.J., "before the guards' shift changes."

 P.J. had made the climb to the roof of Sherman's headquarters with no complaining. And now she was
going to have to dangle over the edge of the roof while she squeezed herself into an air vent in which
Harvard couldn't possibly fit.

 He'd taken several moments in the jungle to try to rewire his microphone. He got a connection, but it
was poor, at best, coming and going, crackling and weak. It was held together by duct tape and a
prayer, but it was better than nothing.



 They'd also switched to a different radio channel from the one being monitored by the USS Irvin.

 P.J. stripped off her pack and combat vest to make herself as small as possible for her trip through the
ventilation system. She tucked the handgun into her pants at the small of her back and carried the MP5
and a small flashlight.

 She took a deep breath. "I'm ready," she said.

 She was cool and calm. He was the one having the cold sweats.

 "The clock's running," she reminded him.

 "Yeah," he said. "Talk to me while you're in there."

 "I will—if I can."

 He couldn't ask for anything more. They'd been over this four hundred times. There wasn't much else he
could say, except to say again, "If something goes wrong, and you do get caught, tell me where you are
in the building. Which floor you're on, which corner of the building you're closest to. Because I'll come
and get you out, okay? I'll figure out a way." He removed the grille from the vent and lifted P.J. in his
arms. "Don't look down."

 "I won't. Oh, God."

 She had to go into the vent headfirst. Weapon first.

 "Be careful," he told her.

 "I promise I will."

 Bracing himself, Harvard took a deep breath, then lowered the woman he loved more than life itself over
the edge of the roof.

 It was hot as hell in there.

 P.J. had imagined it would be cool. It was part of the air-conditioning system, after all. But she realized
the duct she was in was the equivalent of a giant exhaust pipe. It was hot and smelled faintly of human
waste.

 It was incredibly close, too.

 Small places didn't bother her, thank God. But Harvard would've hated it. He certainly would have done
it if he had to, but he would have hated it the entire time.

 Of course, the point was moot. He would never fit. She barely fit herself.

 Her shirt caught on another of the metal seams, and she impatiently tugged it free. It caught again ten feet
down the vent, and she wriggled out of it.

 She checked it quickly, making sure it was sanitized—that there was nothing on it, no marks or writing



that would link it to her or to anyone American. But it was only a green and brown camouflage shirt. High
fashion for the well-dressed guerrilla in jungles everywhere.

 P.J. left it behind and kept going.

 She concentrated on moving soundlessly. Moving forward was taking her longer than she'd anticipated.
She had to exert quite a bit of energy to remain silent in the boomy metal air duct. Unless she was very,
very careful, her boots could make a racket, as could the MP5.

 She pulled herself along on her elbows, weapon in front of her, praying this duct would lead her straight
to Captain Joe Catalanotto.

 As Harvard attached the grille to the air duct, he had to be careful. The mortar between the concrete
blocks was crumbling. He didn't want a pile of fine white dust gathering on the ground to catch some alert
guard's eye and tip him off to the activity on the roof.

 Up close, it was clear the entire building was in a more pronounced state of decay than he'd thought.

 Harvard felt a tug of satisfaction at that No doubt the past few years' crackdown on the local drug trade
had had an effect in John Sherman's bank accounts.

 If they were lucky—if they were really lucky—he and P.J. would pull the captain out, and then these
two warring drug lords would efficiently proceed to wipe each other out.

 "Approaching a vent." P.J.'s voice came over his headset and he gave her his full attention.

 "It's on the left side of the air duct," she continued almost soundlessly. "Much too small to use as an exit,
even for me."

 Harvard found himself praying again. Please, God, keep her safe. Please, God, don't let anyone hear
her.

 More minutes passed in silence.

 "Wait a minute," he heard her say. "There's something, some kind of trapdoor above me."

 Harvard held his breath. He had to strain to hear her voice, she was speaking so quietly.

 "It opens into some kind of attic," she reported. "Or least part of it is an attic. I'm going up to take a
look."

 For several moments, Harvard heard only her quiet breathing, then, finally, she spoke again.

 "The building's actually divided into thirds. The two outer thirds have this atticlike loft I'm standing in.
They're clearly being used for storage. The edges—the loft—overlooks the centre of the building, which
is open from the roof all the way down to the ground floor. There are emergency lights—dim yellow
lights—by the main doors. From what I can see, it looks big enough to house half a dozen tanks." Her
voice got even lower. "Right now it's being used as sleeping quarters for what's got to be five hundred
men."

 Five hundred...



 "Here are my choices," she continued. "Either I take a set of stairs down and tiptoe across a room filled
with sleeping soldiers—"

 "No," Harvard said. "Do you copy, P.J.? I said, no."

 "I copy. And that was my first reaction, too. But the only other way to the northeast section of the
building—where Crash thought Joe might be held—is a series of catwalks up by the roof."

 Harvard swore.

 "Yeah, I copy that, too," she said.

 "Come back," he said. "We'll figure out another way in."

 "Can't hear you, Senior Chief," she told him. "Better fix that mike again. Your message is breaking up."

 "You heard me and you damn well know it."

 "I can do this, Daryl." Her voice rang with conviction. "I know I can. All I have to do is think of you, and
it's like you're right here with me. Holding my hand, you know?"

 He knew. He opened his mouth to speak, but then shut it. He took a deep breath before he spoke. "Just
don't look down."

 P.J. had to look down. She had to make sure none of the men sleeping below had awakened and
spotted her.

 There were no guards in the room, at least. That was a lucky break.

 She moved silently and very, very slowly along the catwalk.

 Of course, even taking that one lucky break into account, this was about as bad as it could be. The
catwalk swayed slightly with every step she took. It was metal and ancient and didn't even give the
illusion of being solid. The part she was walking on was like a grille. She could see through the strips of
metal, past her feet, all the way down to the concrete floor.

 Adrenaline surged through her, making her ears roar. What she needed most was a clear head and total
silence to hear the slight movement that would indicate one of the five hundred men was rolling over,
temporarily awake and staring at the ceiling.

 Still, being up here was better than walking through a minefield, of that she was certain.

 P.J. took another step.

 She could feel Harvard's presence. She could sense him listening to her breathing. She could feel him
with her, every step she took.

 She clutched her weapon—the Browning he'd risked his life to get for her—and took another step
forward. And another step. And another.



  

 Crash leaned over Blue McCoy's shoulder.

 "Harvard's not responding," Blue said grimly. "Either his radio's off or he's switched to another channel."

 They both knew there was another possibility. He could be dead.

 "I'll start looking for him." The look in Blue's eyes told Crash he would not consider that third possibility.

 Crash keyed the thumb switch to his radio and spoke in rapid French. He turned to Blue. "Let's keep
that original channel open, too."

 "Already doing that."

  

 Harvard sat on the roof, watching for an unexpected guard and listening to P.J.'s steady breathing as she
walked across a flimsy catwalk two stories above five hundred sleeping enemy soldiers.

 She was doing okay. He could tell from the way she was breathing that she was doing okay. He was the
one who was totally tied in knots.

 "I'm still here with you, baby," he murmured, hoping his microphone worked well enough for her to hear
him.

 She didn't answer. That didn't necessarily mean she couldn't hear him. After all, she was trying to be
silent.

 He tried to listen even harder, tried to hear the sound of her feet, but all he could hear was the desperate
beating of his own heart.

 Finally, she spoke.

 "I'm across," she said almost silently, and Harvard drew in the first breath he'd taken in what seemed like
hours.

 There was more silence as one minute slipped into two, two into three. He tried to visualize her moving
down metal stairs, slowly, silently, moving through corridors where there was no place to hide.

 Damn, this was taking too long. P.J. had been inside for close to twenty-five minutes already. She only
had five more minutes before she'd reach the halfway point as far as time went. She had only five minutes
before she would have to turn around and come back—or risk certain discovery when the guards' shift
changed and the men they'd temporarily put out of action were discovered.

 "I've found the first of the hospital rooms," P.J. finally said. "The one in the northeast corner is dark and
empty. Moving to the next area, toward the front and middle of the building."

 He heard her draw in her breath quickly, and his heart rate went off the chart. "Situation report!" he
ordered. "P.J., what's happening?"



 "The other room has a guard by the door. He's sitting in chair—asleep," she breathed. "But the door's
open. I'm going to go past him."

 Harvard sat up straight. "Go inside and close and lock the door after you. Do whatever you can to keep
them from getting in behind you, do you understand?"

 P.J. pulled her lip mike closer to her mouth. "Harvard, you're breaking up. I heard you tell me to lock
the door behind me, but I lost the rest. Come back."

 Static.

 Damn. What had he been trying to tell her? What good would locking herself into a room with the
captain do? And she didn't even know if Joe was in that room.

 She moved slowly, soundlessly toward the sleeping guard.

 She could do this. She could be as invisible and silent as Harvard was—provided she was on a city
street or inside a building.

 The guard's slight snoring stopped, and she froze, mere feet away from the man. But then he snorted,
and his heavy breathing resumed. She slipped through the door.

 And found Captain Joe Catalanotto lying on the floor.

 It was obvious he'd started out on a hospital bed. He'd been cuffed to the bed. The opened cuffs were
still attached to the railing.

 Somehow he'd managed to get himself free.

 But he hadn't had the strength to make it more than a few steps before he'd collapsed, apparently silently
enough not to alert the guard.

 P.J. quietly closed the door, locking it as Harvard had instructed. It was dark without the dim glow from
the emergency lights in the hallway.

 She took her flashlight from her pocket and switched it on, checking quickly around the room to make
sure there was no other door, no other way in or out

 There wasn't.          

 This was definitely insane. She'd locked the door, but someone on the other side surely had a key.

 Holding her breath, she knelt next to Joe and felt for a pulse.

 Please, God...

 His skin was cool and clammy, and her stomach lurched. Dear Lord Jesus, they'd come too late.

 But wait—he did have a pulse. It was much too faint, far too slow, but the man was still alive.

 "Daryl, I found him," P.J. whispered into her mike. "He's alive, but he won't be for long if we don't get



him out of here now."

 Static. Harvard's voice was there, but she couldn't make out what he was telling her. "...scribe...cation..."

 Scribe? Cation?

 Describe her location!

 She did that quickly, telling him in detail how many meters away from the northeast corner room she and
Joe were. She gave him an approximation of the room's dimensions, as well as a list of all the medical
equipment, the counters and sinks, even the light fixtures on the ceiling.

 She also told him, in detail, about Joe's condition as she quickly examined the captain's wounds. "He's
got both an entrance and an exit wound in his upper right leg," she reported. "And he wasn't shot in the
chest, thank God. He took a bullet in his left shoulder—no exit wound, it's still in there. As far as I can
tell, there was only the vaguest effort made to stop his bleeding—as a result he's lost a lot of blood. His
face looks like hell—his eyes are swollen and bruised, and his lip's split. It looks like the bastards gave
him one hell of a beating. God only knows if he's got internal injuries from that. Daryl, we've got to get
him to the sick bay on the Irvin. Now."

 Static, "...backup...ready for me!"

 God knows they needed backup, but she knew for damn sure it wasn't coming.

 As far as getting ready for him went, get ready for him to do what?

 "Please repeat," she said.

 Static.

 "I don't copy you, Senior Chief! Repeat!"

 More static.

 P.J. flashed her light around the room. The beam came to rest against the concrete blocks of the wall.
She flashed her light around the room again. Only one wall was made of concrete blocks, the outer wall.

 P.J. remembered Harvard telling her that all he'd need were two more SEALs and a grenade launcher
and...

 Back up. Harvard wasn't talking about backup. He was telling her to back up. To move back, away
from the outer wall.

 The captain was much too close to it. P.J. grabbed him under both arms and pulled.

 Joe groaned. "Ronnie?" he rasped.

 "No, I'm sorry, Joe, it's only me. P.J. Richards," she told him. "I know I'm hurting you, sweetie, but
Harvard's coming, and we've got to move you out of his way."

 "That's Captain Sweetie," he said faintly. "Gonna have to...help me. Don't seem to have muscles that



work."

 God, he was big. But somehow, between the two of them, they moved him into the corner farthest from
the outside wall. P.J. quietly pulled the mattress from the hospital bed and set it in front of them—a
better-than-nothing attempt to shield them from whatever was coming.

 This was definitely insane.

 Even if they made it out by blowing a hole through the wall, the noise was going to raise a few eyebrows.
Wake up a few hundred sleeping soldiers.

 And then what? Then they'd be screaming down the mountain—provided Harvard could hotwire one of
those trucks out front—with five hundred of Sherman's soldiers on their tail, and God knows how many
of Sun Yung Kim's men advancing toward them.

 If they were going to get out of here, there was only one way they could go without getting caught.

 And that was straight up.

 P.J. flipped to the main channel on her radio. "Blue, are you there?" Please, God, please be there.

 "P.J? Lord, where have you been!" The taciturn SEAL sounded nearly frantic.

 "I'm with Joe right now. He's alive, but just barely."

 Blue swore.

 "You said you were the voice of God," P.J. told him, "and I hope you're right. We need you to make us
a miracle, Lieutenant. We need a chopper, and we need it now."

 "I copy that, P.J.," Blue's voice said. "We've got—"

 He kept talking, but she didn't hear what he had to say, because, with a thundering crash, the wall in
front of her collapsed.

 She shielded Joe with her body as alarms went off and dust and light filled the air. But it wasn't light from
a fire.

 It was light from the headlights of a truck.

 Harvard had driven one of Sherman's armored trucks right through the wall!

 The man himself appeared through the flying dust like some kind of wonderful superhero.

 "I've got Cat." He picked up the captain effortlessly as if he weighed nothing at all. "Drive or shoot?" he
asked.

 P.J. didn't hesitate as she scrambled into the truck. "Shoot." She did just that, aiming over the heads of
the soldiers and guards who were coming to investigate the crash.

 Harvard was behind the wheel in an instant, the captain slumped on the bench seat between them.



 "I can shoot, too," Joe Cat gasped as Harvard spun the wheels, backing them up and out of the rubble.

 "Yes, sir," P.J. said. "I don't doubt that you can. But right now, Captain, your job is to keep your head
down."

 She squeezed the trigger of an HK MP5, firing through a special slot in the side of the vehicle. All
around them, soldiers scattered.

 Harvard put the track in gear. Tires screaming, they headed down the mountain.

 "I had time to disable all but one other truck," Harvard announced. "And we got it right on our tail." He
swore.

 "We've also got an entire army advancing toward us," P.J. reminded him.

 "I'm well aware of that," he said grimly. He was driving with two hands tight on the steering wheel as he
negotiated the steep, curving mountain roads.

 There was a jolt as the truck behind them rammed them. Clearly the driver knew the roads better than
Harvard did.

 Harvard punched the truck into overdrive and slammed the gas pedal to the floor. They shot forward.
"Get this guy off my butt," he told P.J. "The windshield's bulletproof—don't aim for him. Shoot out his
tire."

 She held up her submachine gun. "This thing isn't exactly a big favourite among sharpshooters," she told
him. "I'll be lucky if I can—"

 "There's a rifle on the floor. Use it."

 P.J. lifted her feet. Sure enough, there was a small arsenal stored there. She grabbed the rifle, checked
that it was loaded and opened the window that looked out onto the open back of the truck.

 It wasn't an easy shot—not with both trucks moving. She sighted the front left tire.

 Before she could squeeze the trigger, a helicopter appeared, roaring above them, tracking them down
the jungle road. There was a red cross on its underside, clearly visible even in the predawn, along with a
painting of the French flag.

 Blue McCoy had come through with that miracle.

 P.J. took careful aim at the other truck and fired the rifle.

 The truck jerked, skidded and careened off the road and into the trees.

 "Nice shot," Harvard said matter-of-factly. "For a girl."

 P.J. laughed as she pulled her lip microphone closer to her mouth. "This is FInCOM agent P.J. Richards,
hailing the French medivac chopper. Captain Catalanotto and Senior Chief Becker and I are traveling
south, currently without immediate pursuit, in the armoured vehicle you are tracking. The captain is in



need of immediate medical attention. Let's find a place we both can stop so we can get him on board."

 "This is Captain Jean-Luc Lague," a heavily accented voice informed her. "There is a clearing half a
kilometer down the road."

 "Good," P.J. said as she put her arms around Joe, cradling him against the jostling of the truck. His
shoulder had started bleeding again, and she used a scrap of his shirt to lightly apply pressure to the
wound. "We'll stop there. But you'll have to take us on board without landing, Captain Lague. There are
minefields all over this island."

 "I can hover alongside the road."

 "Great," P.J. told him. She glanced over to find Harvard smiling at her. "I'm sorry," she said, suddenly
self-conscious. She turned off her mike. "It's just...I figured I was the only one of us who had a
microphone that worked, and..."

 "You did great," Harvard said. "And you're right. My mike's not working, Joe's mike is gone. Who else
was going to talk to Captain Lague?"

 "But you're sitting there laughing at me."

 "I'm just smiling. I'm really liking the fact that we're all still alive." His smile broadened. "I'm just sitting
here absolutely loving you."

 "Uh, H.?" Blue's voice cut in. "Your mike's working again."

 Harvard laughed as he pulled up next to the open field. "Is there anyone out there who doesn't know that
I'm crazy about this woman?"

 "Admiral Stonegate probably didn't know," Blue drawled.

 The chopper hovered, and Harvard lifted the captain in his arms. Several medics helped Joe into the
helicopter, then Harvard gave P.J. a boost before he climbed in himself.

 The door was shut, and the medics immediately started an IV on Joe. The chopper lifted and headed
directly for the ocean and the USS Irvin.

 The captain was fighting to stay awake as the medics cut his clothing away from his wounds. "H.!" he
rasped.

 Harvard reached out and took his friend's hand, holding onto it tightly. "I'm here, Joe."

 "Tell Ronnie I'm sorry..."

 "You're going to get a chance to do that yourself," Harvard told him. "You're going to be okay." As he
looked at P.J., she wasn't at all surprised to see tears in his eyes. "We're going home."

 Epilogue

 The entire rest of the United States was having a wretchedly awful heat wave, but San Diego remained a
perfect seventy-five degrees.



 P.J. glanced at Harvard as he slowed his truck to a stop at a traffic light. He turned and smiled at her,
and the last of the tension from the plane flight floated away. God, she hated flying. But this trip was
definitely going to be worth the anxiety she'd suffered. This was day one of a greatly needed two-week
vacation.

 And she was spending every single minute of those two weeks with Daryl Becker.

 It had been close to three weeks since she'd seen him last, since they'd returned to the USS Irvin on
board a French medical helicopter. Bobby and Wes had arrived at the ship several hours later, dragging
Chuck Schneider along behind them.

 They'd spent the next three days in debriefings—all except Joe Cat, Lucky and Greg Greene, who had
been sent to a hospital in California.

 P.J. had slept in Harvard's arms each of those nights. They'd been discreet, but the truth was, she really
didn't care what people thought. Not anymore. She would have walked naked through the enlisted mess
if that was the only way she could have been with him.

 When the debriefings were over, Harvard had flown to Coronado, while she'd been summoned for a
series of meetings in Kevin Laughton's office in Washington, D.C.

 Kevin had been sympathetic about her need to take some time off, but he'd talked her into writing up her
reports on the failed Combined SEAL/FInCOM team project first. And that had taken much longer than
she'd hoped.

 But now she was free and clear for two weeks. Fourteen days. Three hundred and thirty-six hours.

 Harvard had met her at the gate, kissed her senseless and whisked her immediately into his truck.

 "How's Joe?" she asked.

 "Great," he told her. "He's been home from the hospital for about a week. Lucky's doing really well,
too."

 "I'd like to visit them." She looked at him out of the corner of her eye. "But definitely not until after we
get naked—and stay naked for about three days straight."

 He laughed. "Damn, I missed you," he told her, drinking her in with his gaze.

 She knew she was looking at him just as hungrily. He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, and even dressed
in civilian clothes, he was impossibly handsome.

 "I missed you, too." Her voice was husky with desire. As he gazed into her eyes, she let him see the fire
she felt for him.

 "Hmm," he said. "Maybe we should go straight to my apartment."

 "I thought you said there was something important you wanted to show me," she teased.

 "Its importance just dropped a notch or two. But since we're already here..."



 "We are?" P.J. looked out the window. They were on a quiet street in a residential neighbourhood
overlooking the ocean.

 "I want you to check this out," Harvard said. He climbed out of the truck, and P.J. joined him.

 It was only then that she noticed the For Sale sign on the lawn of the sweetest-looking little adobe house
she'd ever seen in her entire life. It was completely surrounded by flower gardens. Not just one, but four
or five of them.

 "Come on," Harvard said. "The real-estate agent is waiting for us inside."

 P.J. went through the house in a daze. It was bigger than she'd thought from the outside, with a fireplace
in the living room, a kitchen that rivalled Harvard's mom's and three good-size bedrooms.

 There was a deck off the dining room, and as she stepped outside, she realized the house overlooked
the ocean.

 Harvard leaned on the rail, gazing at the changing colours of the sea.

 "I've already qualified for a mortgage, so if you like it, we should make an offer today," he told her. "It's
not going to be on the market too much longer."

 P J. couldn't speak. Her heart was in the way, in her throat.

 He misinterpreted her silence.

 "I like it," he said. "But if you don't think so, that's okay. Or maybe I'm moving too fast—I have the
tendency to do that, and—" He broke off, swearing. "I am moving too fast. We haven't even talked
about getting married—not since we were out in the real world. For all I know, you weren't really serious
and..."

 P.J. finally found her voice. "I was dead serious."

 Harvard smiled. "Yeah?" he said. "Well, that's good, because I was, too, you know."

 P.J. looked pointedly around. "Obviously."

 He pulled her closer. "Look, whether it's this house we share or some other—or none whatsoever, hell,
we could live in hotels for the rest of our lives—that's not important. What's important is that we're
together as often as we can be." He looked around and shrugged helplessly. "I don't know what I was
thinking. Your office is in D.C. Why would you want a house in San Diego?"

 "I might want one in San Diego if I'm going to work in San Diego. I found out there's an opening in the
San Diego field office."

 "Really?"

 P.J. laughed at his expression. "Yeah. And don't worry—I'll still be able to work as Kevin Laughton's
official SEAL liaison and adviser." She turned to look at the house. "So you really love this place, huh?
You think we could make it into a real home?"



 He wrapped his arms around her. "I really love you, and like I said, it honestly doesn't matter to me
where we live. Whenever I'm with you, I feel as if I've come home."

 P.J. looked at the house, at the ocean, at the flowers growing everywhere in the little yard, at the man
who was both warrior and poet who stood before her.

 Her lover.

 Her husband.

 Her life.

 "This'll do just about perfectly." She smiled at him. "Welcome home."

  

 END


