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PROLOGUE


Afghanistan
 Operation Enduring Freedom

         

LIEUTENANT JUNIOR GRADE Michael Muldoon held up his hand and signaled for his squad to stop.

Dark took on an entirely new meaning on a moonless night in a desolate country too poor and too war-torn for electricity. He sensed more than saw his men behind him, hugging the cold, rocky ground as intimately as he was.

He moved his hand again. Listen.

The sky overhead was worthy of a beach blanket and a bottle of wine, the Milky Way thick with the billions of stars he didn’t have a prayer of seeing from his city apartment a half a world away.

It was breathtakingly beautiful, but Muldoon had no time to give it more than a cursory glance as he focused all of his attention on the distant hum.

Of a generator.

Hoo-yah.

It was always reassuring to know that they were, in fact, in the right place.

The coordinates marking the main entrance of the cave on their map were correct—a map that was one of the somewhat dubious bonuses that came from the United States having helped build these allegedly indestructible compounds many years and several different political regimes ago. Not only did the SEALs have maps and specifications, but those maps were proving to be accurate.

His men knew what they had to do, and when Muldoon gave the signal they went silently to work.

Their job tonight was to verify that the two known entrances to this cave were still where the map said they’d be—to verify coordinates for the “bunker buster” missiles that were scheduled to be launched from a Navy sub in less than two hours. The SEALs were to add additional explosives to various vulnerable points to give those bombs even bigger teeth.

The mission was to seal this cave so that no one could get out, but more importantly so that no one could get in.

Cosmo Richter had gotten right down to the bottom line during their briefing when he’d asked in his no frills, telegram manner of speech, “Osama inside?”

They’d all looked up from the maps. It was the question of the hour.

Muldoon hated to disappoint them, but his answer had been no. Not according to NavIntel. However, this cave was being held by Taliban fighters with al-Qaeda ties. And the U.S. goal was to cross this compound off the list of potential safe havens bin Laden could come to to hide.

It was an important mission.

It just wasn’t the one they particularly wanted.

He knew what his men were feeling. Each and every one of them—himself included—wanted to be part of the op that took down the terrorist leader. They all wanted to go mano a mano with the man, like some hokey Hollywood movie, and blow that bastard off the face of the earth.

But the real world wasn’t anything like Hollywood. Victory wasn’t won by being Rambo. It came from being a team player.

So tonight they’d tuck their anger back inside and follow their orders. They’d help clean up this little piece of enemy-held territory. They’d do their job, and they’d do it well. And when the word came down that bin Laden was no longer a threat to the United States, they would get together and have a beer and silently acknowledge the part they’d played in his demise. No discussions, no bragging, no news broadcasts, and most importantly, no feelings of inadequacy because none of them was the one who pulled the trigger.

Muldoon used infrared glasses to watch the two heat blobs that were the al-Qaeda guards as Gillman and Cosmo rigged enough explosives to take off the top of the mountain. There was no doubt in his mind that, before the sun rose, this cave was going to be history.

The only slightly snarky moment came when one of the guards—the bigger one, about Muldoon’s own height and weight—left his post to take a leak, heading right for where Cosmo was hidden.

Their orders tonight included a warning not to let the enemy know that they were on the ground. The fact that they were going after this specific target would be concealed by carpet bombing in the area scheduled to begin at 0353.

The intent was to make it look as if the cave had been taken out by a couple of lucky hits from a random air strike, rather than as a result of Spec Op ground forces. The terrorists didn’t have any patrols venturing far outside of their cave entrances, and the U.S. commanders didn’t want to give them a reason to start.

Muldoon’s team had to be covert.

Right now that guard was answering the call of nature literally feet from Cosmo’s hiding place.

But it was Cosmo, the King of Invisible, so Muldoon didn’t worry. He just watched as the SEAL blended even more completely into the night. The guard could’ve peed right on his head, and Cosmo wouldn’t have moved an inch.

Finally, after an interminable amount of time—what had that guy been drinking?—the guard went back to his post and to stomping his feet to keep them warm.

The rest of the op went like a dream. The second entrance was just where they’d expected it to be. Natural fissures and cracks used for venting the cave were marked. No other entrances were found.

This was going to work. They were going to help put this cave permanently out of business.

At just before 0300, with nothing left to do save get their butts back down the mountain—WildCard approached.

Even in silence, the chief had a ferocity that made Muldoon want to smile. He was glad—not for the first time that night and probably not for the last—that he’d chosen WildCard Karmody for this op.

But one look at WildCard’s face, and he knew there was trouble.

Problem? he signaled.

WildCard responded with an obscene gesture that more than conveyed his opinion that not only was this a problem, it was a big problem.

Muldoon jerked his head, and the chief followed him back away from the guards.

WildCard cut to the chase. “Silverman reports heavy movement coming up the trail. About thirty tangos. ETA at the cave about forty minutes.”

“Okay.” That was not anywhere near the complete reaming Muldoon had imagined. “We’ll take a different route down.” It would take a little longer because these hills were littered with land mines, but it was certainly doable in the time they had left.

“We could,” WildCard agreed. “But they’ve got a prisoner—looks like that stupidass French reporter, that photojournalist who went missing from Kandahar last night.”

Oh, man, that hurt. Dream op to nightmare, in two small words. Prisoner and reporter. Muldoon gritted his teeth and considered his options.

“Holy fuck,” WildCard said. “When I tell you that a stupidass French photog is going to turn this perfect op into a total clusterfuck, what you say, sir, is Oh, holy fuck. If this isn’t the time to use your full adult vocabulary, Lieutenant, I honestly don’t know what is.”

“Not helping,” Muldoon said shortly.

“The guy’s an asshole for putting himself in harm’s way in the first place,” WildCard pointed out.

Thirty terrorists, eight SEALs. The odds were in their favor. They could set up an ambush and take them out, no sweat. The problem would be keeping the prisoner alive while the bullets flew.

Oh, yeah, and maintaining their covert status.

Covert meant K-Bar knives instead of assault weapons.

But it was hard to be effective in a group ambush when using only knives. Of course, they could take the terrorists out quietly, one at a time, but at some point one of them would notice their forces dwindling and shots would be fired.

“Actually, the guy’s just an asshole, period. Look at what he chooses to do for a living.” WildCard believed there was a separate level of hell reserved especially for reporters and news photographers. His wife was Savannah von Hopf, a fact that never failed to amuse Muldoon, particularly when the foulmouthed chief went on a rant. Along with the Kennedys and the Rockefellers, the von Hopfs were the closest thing America had to royalty. They were frequently targeted by paparazzi, hence the Card’s strong negative opinion of the press.

“What we should do,” WildCard continued, “is go invisible while they pass us on the trail. Our mission is not to rescue some dickhead reporter and risk letting the entire al-Qaeda network know we were out here tonight. Am I right?”

He was right. And yet…

“We let them get into that cave, that reporter’s not coming out.” Muldoon told his chief the obvious. “Not ever.”

WildCard was silent then, no doubt thinking what a hideous way that would be to die, even for a reporter. Buried alive with a mob of angry terrorists…

“Get me Jenk,” Muldoon ordered. Mark Jenkins had the radio. It was time to break silence and talk to some of the pilots of those F-18s that were constantly patrolling at high altitudes with full payloads. “Get Izzy and Cosmo. Send Gillman and Lopez down the trail. I want to know the location of every rock, every outcropping, and particularly every open area. There was one spot we passed coming up where there wasn’t much cover, where the trail opened up. Find out how far the tangos are from there.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” WildCard didn’t have far to go before dispensing Muldoon’s orders, sending Lopez to fetch Jenk. He was back in a matter of seconds, with Izzy and Cosmo in tow. “I assume this means you have a plan to fuck these fuckers first.”

That was one way of putting it. “Yeah.”

“Knew you would, sir,” Cosmo said.

“Do we have enough explosives left to rig something that’ll sound like a land mine going off?” Muldoon asked.

“Piece of cake.” WildCard was absolute.

“Do it, Chief.” Muldoon turned to Cosmo and Izzy. “I need some clothes. One of those guards was about my size.”

“About my size, too,” Izzy said. “Back in California, the senior chief ordered me to remind you, with utmost respect, to delegate, Lieutenant. So I’m reminding you, sir. With utmost—”

“Yeah, and how’s your French?” Muldoon asked, already knowing the answer. Izzy spoke fluent street Spanish. He knew only enough French to order a meal, provided the restaurant had big golden arches. “Use your utmost respect to get me the clothes, Zanella. I’ll be down the trail.”

         

0329.

Muldoon could hear the terrorists approaching, moving slowly but steadily up toward the cave. They were quiet, not talking at all as they climbed through the night, but he still could hear the crunch of the cold earth beneath all those feet.

Silverman had told him that the prisoner—the French journalist—was wearing a burqa, the traditional Afghan woman’s robe and hooded veil.

It was an effective means of transporting captives since it concealed them completely from public view.

Jenk was crouched beside him, plugged into the radio. He gave Muldoon an affirmative, then held two fingers to his watch. The first wave of bombs from the F-18s would hit their targets, with the utmost precision, in two minutes.

Seconds ticked by as the tangos slowly got closer, as somewhere overhead those smart bombs were cutting their way through the night sky. Muldoon breathed with the knowledge that the coordinates they’d given the Navy pilots were accurate. Those bombs were going to hit so close the SEALs were going to feel the ground shake and be able to warm their fingers from the heat.

But if those coordinates were off…

Yes, of course there was a chance of human error. Yes, it was possible that the air strike Muldoon had ordered Jenk to call in would land directly on top of his team.

But until that happened, he wasn’t going to waste his time worrying about it.

And then there they were, rounding the corner and coming into view.

Their point men, three of them, came first, leading the way and checking for booby traps—much in the same way the SEALs had come up the trail mere hours earlier.

They weren’t too far ahead of the main group, which was a motley-looking, straggling bunch. They were walking wounded, retreating to safety from the intense pockets of fighting in Kandahar. Some weren’t even walking. There were at least four stretchers being carried, one of which held a boy who couldn’t have been more than thirteen years old.

Who, like the rest of them, was carrying a personal arsenal of weapons and ammunition.

These were terrorists. All of them. They weren’t poor little tired, hungry, and forlorn terrorists, as much as they currently looked the part. They were terrorists, plain and simple. They were the enemy, and a deadly enemy—period, the end.

They had pledged to die defending Osama bin Laden. They trained their boys to hate and kill, and enslaved their girls by forbidding their education. They supported a killer who fought his war against unarmed men, against women and children.

In theory, thirty terrorists weren’t a whole heck of a lot of terrorists. But when they were all crowding one small trail, thirty was plenty.

Muldoon searched for a burqa-clad figure—the reporter—and found him shuffling along in the center of the group, surrounded by dozens of men.

Figures he’d be there. If Muldoon were transporting a prisoner, he’d keep him secured and surrounded by his men, too.

The good news was that the reporter was slight of stature. He’d be easy to handle in the event he wasn’t into following orders spoken in rusty French.

As Muldoon watched, he saw that the reporter was guarded in particular by two men, both of whom spent more time eyeing each other mistrustfully than watching their prisoner. And that was more good news.

Jenk, who was crouched beside him, silently tapped his watch.

Here it came. Any second now. Either he’d killed his men or…

Boom!

They were all still alive, thank you, God. The first bomb had hit exactly where Muldoon had asked for it to hit, just to the west of the trail. It was followed immediately by a second in the same vicinity, and he allowed himself to exhale.

As for the tangos, so much for maintaining silence. All thirty began talking at once as they picked themselves up and dusted themselves off.

Muldoon watched the crowd, trying to pick out the group’s leader.

Was it ZZ Top over there, with the beard down to his waist? Or was it Young and Angry, with the big arm gestures and the long coat that billowed as he walked? He must’ve practiced in front of a mirror for hours to get it to do that.

With only a few short months of Pashtu and Dari under his belt—courtesy of Potential Enemy Languages 101, a required class for all SEALs heading into the area—Muldoon could pick out only a word here and there in the din. Still, it was obvious from the gestures and body language that ZZ wanted to take cover, while Angry wanted to push on to the cave at a stepped-up pace.

Jenk tapped his watch again, signaling thirty seconds. Oh, good. Time to find out if this next set of coordinates was as accurate as the first.

Don’t. Think. About. That. He knew better than to waste his time worrying about things that were out of his control.

The trail opened up into a clearing just ahead, and for one last time, Muldoon mentally traced the route he was going to take as he focused his attention on the burqa-clad reporter.

The two guards, Itchy and Scratchy, had taken different sides in the run-or-hide debate.

As Muldoon watched, Itchy gestured almost in unison with Angry, toward the mountains to the west, where the first two bombs had fallen. He could imagine what they were saying. “What, are you nuts? Not only are they shelling to the west, but it’s a total minefield out there. We should head for the cave. We’ll be safer there.”

Scratchy and ZZ both gestured to the east. “We’ll never make it that far. We should go this way. We can take cover in the valleys and—”

Boom!

The third bomb—special ordered by Muldoon—hit smack where he’d wanted it to, off to the east, followed by another slightly to the south.

Everyone dropped to the ground again, like some kind of funky dance.

And, as Muldoon had hoped, the decision and gestures became unanimous. They’d head to the safety of the cave. At a dead run. Last one in was a rotten egg.

Two more bombs hit on either side of the trail. Yes, that’s right. This was a full-scale attack. Run, you terrorist scum. Run for your lives.

But they were bottlenecked until they reached that clearing ahead. They pushed and jostled and jockeyed for position, no love lost between ZZ’s and Angry’s men. It was just the kind of ugly chaos he’d been hoping for.

With one last nod at Jenk, Muldoon slipped out from his hiding place and into the severely distracted crowd.

He had his weapon held at ready as he kept the woolen scarf wrapped securely around most of his lower face. It wasn’t a good idea to go for a walk in a crowd of Taliban-supporting terrorists with a clean-shaven chin, but there weren’t a whole lot of options here.

Muldoon shouldered his way through the crowd toward the prisoner, who was having a hard time keeping up while he had what virtually amounted to a bag over his head. Itchy and Scratchy had begun pushing the guy, united at last in their attempt to make him move faster. It was inevitable, but still, the timing was perfect—the reporter tripped over his long robe and fell smack on his burqa-covered face right at Muldoon’s feet.

It was a gift from heaven, and he didn’t hesitate. He hoisted the squirming reporter up and over his shoulder as Itchy and Scratchy shouted at him.

“Don’t fight me,” he muttered in French into the burqa’s heavy folds. “I’m here to help you.”

The struggling didn’t stop, so Muldoon just gripped the reporter more tightly and focused on the shouting. The two guards might have been speaking a dialect he didn’t know, or maybe they were simply talking too fast. Either way, he didn’t catch a single word.

When in doubt, shout back. And shout louder.

“Go,” he screamed at them in Pashtu. “Run. Now!”

But it wasn’t until he started to run, too, that the shouters turned the volume down a notch. Although Scratchy, to his right, had a glare that was filled with suspicion.

The good news was that the Frenchman couldn’t have weighed more than 120 pounds. It would have been laughably easy to carry him if he weren’t trying his best to get away. Something solid kept jamming painfully into Muldoon’s back, just hard enough to keep him thoroughly pissed off. It seemed improbable that the terrorists had let this guy keep his camera, but he couldn’t figure out what else it might be.

“Stop,” he finally ordered in French. The promise of help hadn’t worked, so he tried the alternative. “Stop fighting, or I’ll kill you right now.”

The reporter’s immediate surrender was a relief, especially since the scarf around Muldoon’s very American chin was starting to come undone.

He tightened it back up and then there he was, in the clearing that he’d noticed when his team had first crept up the trail. But he was there earlier than he’d anticipated. And the next bomb—the most important one of them all; please God, don’t let it kill his men—hadn’t yet struck its target.

So he tripped and went down onto one knee, much harder than he’d intended. He landed right on a rock, right on what must’ve been his knee’s freaking funny bone. Oh, shit, it hurt like hell, with waves of pain that rolled through him, really ringing his chimes. Still, it did the trick of slowing him down.

The reporter started struggling again, making it that much harder for him to get back to his feet.

Scratchy was tugging at him, shouting again. Itchy was long gone.

Muldoon didn’t need to make a show of pulling himself painfully up and then—

Ka-boom!

It was the bomb that he’d been waiting for, and it hit so close the concussion knocked him back on his butt. And probably onto that same freaking rock that his knee had connected with. Son of a bitch.

It rained dust and debris and, still clutching the reporter, he scrambled to his feet and ran for cover.

Due west.

Scratchy was shouting yet again, and this time Muldoon caught the words he’d hoped to hear.

Land mines.

But he didn’t slow as another bomb hit, again shaking the ground. He vaulted over an outcropping of rocks—and almost directly into Cosmo’s and Silverman’s open arms.

They half carried, half dragged both him and the reporter to safety behind yet another ridge of rock, while somewhere nearby WildCard thumbed a switch.

Boom!

It sounded convincingly like a weight-triggered land mine, but it was quickly drowned out by the din of more bombs falling.

Scratchy apparently had some amount of common sense, because he raced after the last of his al-Qaeda buddies.

There was no time for Muldoon’s knee to still hurt like hell, but it did. God, it felt like it was the size of a watermelon, like it was starting to swell. But that was absurd. A banged funny bone didn’t swell. You hit it, you writhe with pain and you scream for two or three minutes, and then life goes on. But try as he might, he couldn’t seem to get past the writhing part.

He pulled himself to his feet, ridding himself of the extra clothes, refusing to consider the possibility that he’d actually injured himself in that fake fall. So what if it hurt? So what if it swelled? He was a SEAL. He’d worked through pain plenty of times before.

“Get that thing off of him,” he ordered Silverman, who was untying the burqa-covered reporter.

“Sir!” It was Jenk, with the radio. “It’s 0337, and the F-18s are still on course. The helo’s picking us up four clicks down the trail, but we’ve got to hustle to get there before the real bombs start falling.”

“Let’s go,” Muldoon ordered.

“Whoa,” Silverman said. “The French guy’s a girl.”

“Americans,” the reporter spat in heavily accented English. She was indeed a woman. “I should have known.”

“Are you all right, ma’am?” Muldoon asked her.

Her hair was dyed a ridiculously fake-looking shade of black, and the glare she gave him was venomous. “Do you know how long it took me to arrange an interview with Abdul Mullah Zeeshan? And you have to go and rescue me. Thanks a lot, Captain, but no thanks. I’m going to that cave.”

It would have been funny, the way she started marching back toward the trail, if only they hadn’t been on such a tight deadline. If only his knee hadn’t felt as if it were about to explode, and the only thing keeping it in one piece was his now too tight pants. If only it wasn’t hurting so much that a river of cold sweat poured down his back with every other step he took.

“In about fifteen minutes, that cave is going to be destroyed,” Muldoon told the young woman.

“Bullshit,” she countered, with the kind of withering glance that only European women could deliver with such authority. “Your own government has issued statements admitting that these caves are bombproof.”

“They were lying,” he said. “It’s called misinformation. They wanted Osama to feel nice and safe right where he was.”

She said something in French filled with accusations, and turned and ran. Up the trail. Toward the cave.

And wasn’t that just what he needed?

She was small and fast, but Muldoon had her tackled in fewer than five steps. His knee was on fire, but he managed to land on his left side, keeping his leg from connecting with the ground as he took her down. It hurt, but it was nothing like it could’ve been—until, as she flailed harder, trying to get free, she managed to kick him.

Whammo.

Right in the knee.

“Shit!” It was remarkable. Part of him watched from above, disassociated and completely dispassionate, as he damn near retched from the pain.

Don’t let her get away!

He held her tightly, even managing to cover her as one of the last of the bombs that he’d ordered sprayed them with more dirt. She was screaming about something, but he couldn’t understand. She might as well have been speaking Martian. All he could do was cover her mouth, hope she didn’t bite him too hard, and hang the hell on.

And then WildCard was there, thank you, glorious God, keeping the reporter from sprinting farther up the mountainside.

“Gag and carry her if you have to.” Muldoon managed to form words into a direct order to the chief.

“I’ve got her, sir.”

“Breathe,” Izzy told him. “Just breathe and you’ll be all right, Lieutenant. I promise, it’ll get better soon.”

Zanella thought he’d gotten whacked in the balls. Muldoon had to laugh. If only…

“You okay, sir?” Lopez hovered above him anxiously.

“Yes.” Muldoon pushed himself up onto his elbows, up so that he was sitting, up all the way to his feet. Shit, shit, shit, shit. “Yes, I am.” He said it again, mostly to convince himself that it was true.

“Sir,” Jenk said. Tick tock.

“Let’s run,” Muldoon ordered them, ordered himself. “Come on, let’s move out of here. Now.”

He could do this. Down the trail, one step at a time. Eventually he’d reach the helo and someone would give him some ice and the pain would start to recede.

“Can you really run, Mike?” WildCard was back beside him then, slowing to Muldoon’s pace. It was probably the first time in his life he’d lowered his voice to be discreet.

“Yes.” Muldoon didn’t want to talk, not to WildCard, not to anyone. He needed all of his energy focused on moving forward. But he was in command. He couldn’t just disappear. “Where’s—”

“I passed her off to Cosmo,” the chief told him, anticipating his question. “I thought maybe after she realizes we really did save her life, she’ll be eternally grateful and he’ll finally get laid.”

Muldoon had to laugh. “You’re a good chief.”

“You bet your ass I am. I take care of my men.” He looped Muldoon’s arm around his shoulders. “It’s the right leg, right, sir?”

“I’m okay.” Muldoon wanted to pull away, but the truth was that putting some of his weight onto WildCard let him move faster. And the faster he could move, the faster his team would get to safety. A SEAL team was only as fast as its slowest member—which right now was him. Which pissed him off, royally.

“You’re not okay. You said shit,” WildCard pointed out. “Nearly two years in Team Sixteen, and you finally said a four-letter word. In fact, I think it was ‘shit, shit, shit, shit.’ A quadruple. So what is it? Ankle?”

“Knee.”

“Twist it?”

“No. I don’t know. I landed on it, and…I’ll be fine.”

“Fucking hurts like a bitch, huh?”

“I’m okay,” Muldoon said again. “Let’s kick it faster.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

WildCard somehow knew to be silent then. And the night became a blur of bombs still falling, of Jenk’s reports every thirty seconds of how much time they had left, of his and the chief’s ragged breathing, of red-hot, searing pain.

He heard the helo before he saw it, and then there it was—one of the most beautiful sights he’d ever seen.

Muldoon counted heads as his men climbed aboard, then the pilot swooped up and into the sky and got them the hell out of there.

The pain caught up with him as Lopez cut open his pants to look at the watermelon that had once been his knee. He puked quietly into one of the helo crewmember’s helmets until, much to his intense embarrassment, his world tunneled, and he fainted.

         

He woke up groggy and disoriented as the helo landed. WildCard was there, and Muldoon grabbed his sleeve.

“Everyone okay?”

“Yes, sir. We’re safely back on the carrier, Lieutenant. Mission accomplished.”

“Good.” His head felt so heavy, but his knee didn’t hurt anymore, thank goodness. He tried to sit up, but WildCard and then Lopez was there, holding him down.

“Hey, hey, Mikey, where do you think you’re going, man?”

“I’m okay,” Muldoon said.

“He’s fucking trying to walk off the helo,” WildCard said over his head to Lopez.

“Sir, I don’t know for sure,” Jay Lopez told him, “not until we get you into X ray, but I think you probably fractured your patella.”

“Fractured…what?”

“Remember the time Captain Muldoon ran down a mountain in Afghanistan with a broken kneecap?” WildCard said.

His words didn’t make sense. “Meant to tell that reporter—I’m not a captain.”

“Lieutenant, I gave you something for the pain,” Lopez said, speaking slowly and clearly, “because you broke your kneecap.”

“And then ran a few miles,” WildCard added.

No way.

“But I’m okay,” Muldoon said as the ship’s hospital corpsmen carried his stretcher off the Seahawk. There were intravenous tubes attached to the back of his hand. It was surreal. “No, really, you guys, I’m okay.”

“That you are, Lieutenant,” WildCard said.

His men watched as he was carried past. As usual, Cosmo said it best, giving him the Navy SEAL equivalent of a full salute. “Hoo-yah, sir. Glad you’re on our side.”



ONE

Months later

         

IN THE SPACE of forty-five minutes, White House public relations assistant Joan DaCosta had been demoted from an admiral all the way to a lieutenant, junior grade.

She tried not to take it personally, or as a quantitative measure of her perceived importance here on the base, but rather as a crash course in U.S. Navy rankings.

Interestingly, not only did the face time get shorter and shorter with each step she was pushed down the chain of command, but the men inside the gleaming white uniforms got younger and more handsome.

Not that the admiral wasn’t worthy of his own page in a hunk-of-the month calendar with his thick salt-and-pepper hair and that solid mix of both laughter and worry lines around his eyes. Since he was the Commander of Naval Special Warfare Command—or CDRNAVSPECWARCOM in Navyspeak—Joan would have been concerned if he hadn’t had a worry line or two.

He’d greeted her upon her arrival in Coronado, and she’d instantly relaxed. She’d met Admiral Morton “Call me Chip” Crowley several times before on her own turf, back in Washington, D.C. He was that rare type of person who actually listened while others spoke.

But her sigh of relief proved to be a little premature when Crowley gently and almost apologetically passed her off to Rear Admiral Larry Tucker, the base commander.

Tucker was a bona fide dumbass, and she knew it even before he opened his mouth. In her job, she’d met enough self-important dumbasses to accurately ID them at first glance. And Tucker, with his too-handsome face and his impeccably combed hair—each strand inventoried and strategically placed to hide the fact that it was thinning—was a textbook case.

He was also a slimeball. He held her hand much too long after their handshake, his gaze lingering on her breasts, with a smile that said, “We both know you want me, because I am, after all, Mr. Wonderful.”

Ick. He was wearing a wedding ring, which was a great big double ick.

Joan wanted to wash her hand as he bombastically reassured her that he would personally take charge of security on the base for the President and his daughter’s upcoming visit.

She didn’t know whether to be ecstatic or horrified at that news. Did it mean Tucker would be too busy Being Important to deal with the day-to-day details, i.e., all those little things on her agenda? Or did it mean that he’d be getting out his Krazy Glue and permanently bonding himself to her side?

The glue stayed in his desk, thank God. And she was far too relieved to be insulted when Tucker clearly got a rush of superiority as he lobbed her in the direction of one significantly lower ranking Lieutenant Commander Tom Paoletti, who was merely the commanding officer of SEAL Team Sixteen.

Merely.

Team Sixteen was the group of SEALs the President had specifically requested meeting during his upcoming visit. Team Sixteen was the group of SEALs with the incredible record of outstanding bravery and efficiency and ingenuity and stamina—all those things that made a huge difference when fighting a war against terrorism.

The rear admiral went off to be superior somewhere else as Paoletti ushered Joan into his office with a brief handshake.

And, oh my God. Wasn’t he delicious? He was a Man, with a capital M and no hint of smarm about him. The broad chest, the jawline, the glint of intelligence in his hazel eyes…

Joan managed to keep herself from checking out his butt in those cute, pristine white uniform pants they all wore. She’d hated it when Tucker had done it to her, and she was determined not to disrespect Paoletti in the exact same way.

But, oh dearie, dearie me.

The commanding officer of Team Sixteen was about her age, maybe a few years older. His hair—or lack of it—was doing that Bruce Willis thing, and he took it just like Bruce. Like a real man, he was just going to let it disappear without a fuss. It so obviously didn’t matter to him. And why should it? With a body like his…

She forced herself to focus on his face. On his hands. No wedding ring.

Stop it, Joan!

He was talking in a smoky voice about how honored the team was to be chosen to receive a presidential citation. “I understand the President’s wish to visit the men on the base here in Coronado. And my team and I, of course, will be willing to give him a complete tour, if he should, in fact, decide to come—”

Joan cut him off. “Excuse me, Commander, I guess you haven’t heard, but the visit is on the official schedule, and has been for quite some time. As far as I know, President Bryant will be here only for the morning, to present the citation and observe a demonstration, but his daughter will be arriving in a few days. And she’ll definitely be taking a tour.”

The muscle jumped in his jaw as he looked at his watch. He was not a happy camper. Joan wasn’t sure why, although she suspected she knew. President Bryant’s daughter Brooke, from his first marriage, was known throughout the world as “the wild child” despite the fact that she was pushing forty.

It was Joan’s job to provide public relations opportunities in which Brooke would be unable to embarrass either herself or her father as she “helped” with his reelection campaign.

Brooke Bryant was actually quite a nice person. But she’d had terrible luck as far as news photographers went. Whenever she made a mistake, someone had always been there to record it for posterity and throw it onto the front page of USA Today.

And okay, admittedly Brooke had made her share of mistakes. She was notorious for falling in love with total shitheads and then acting stupid after finding out just how much of a shithead her latest boyfriend truly was. And since the shithead index in Washington, D.C., was pretty high, she’d had plenty of opportunities to expand her resume of mistakes.

Lieutenant Commander Paoletti was probably imagining the embarrassment of having pictures of Brooke falling off some Navy pier plastered on the front page of every major news publication and all over the Internet.

“This is something we’ll need more time to discuss,” Paoletti told her. “I’m really sorry, I wish I could talk right now, but I have another meeting I have to get to. I’ve made arrangements for you to tour the base this afternoon—in about ten minutes, actually, if that’s okay with you.”

“That’s fine.”

“We’ll connect later,” he told her. “If not today, then tomorrow or the next day. I’m going to leave you now in the very capable hands of Lieutenant Casper Jacquette, my XO.”

“I’m free for dinner.” Joan followed the commander out of his office. Connect was such an interesting word choice for him to have used. She was a firm believer in the “you cannot win if you do not play” adage, and she’d always had a real thing for Bruce Willis. “If that’s convenient.”

“Oh,” he said, scratching his chin. “No. Thank you. Tonight’s not good for me. I’ve already got plans to meet my fiancée.”

Aha. Information received. And so gracefully and painlessly delivered, too. “Completely understood.” Joan smiled to make sure he understood, too, so that there’d be no awkwardness or embarrassment. “You can’t blame me for trying, Commander.”

“Thank you,” he said easily. “My ego thanks you, too.” His smile was a killer. Whoever this fiancée was, she was one lucky babe. And probably in a real rush to get a wedding band on Paoletti’s ring finger. “You’re welcome to join us. I’m sure Kelly wouldn’t mind.”

“Unless it’s really urgent that we talk tonight, I’ll pass,” Joan told him. “I’m still on D.C. time. I should really use this evening to de–jet lag.” She was going to be in town for about four weeks, taking a vacation after Brooke’s visit. Normally she’d just try to stay on East Coast time, but if she spent anything more than a few days out of her usual time zone, her body naturally adjusted. She might as well try to get it over with all at once.

“Maybe we can all do lunch later this week,” he said. “I happen to know that Kelly really would like to meet you. The West Wing is her favorite TV show.”

Joan laughed. “Tell her that working there is great, but not as great as it would be if Josh Lyman really were in the next office over.”

Commander Paoletti laughed, too, as he led her into another room. He had a terrific laugh. What a shame. But no real surprise. The smart, handsome, honorable, gracious, nice ones were always already taken.

It was just as well. The dead last thing she needed was to get involved with a Navy SEAL that she was working with. Talk about idiotic choices.

No, even if there were no fiancée, Tom Paoletti and his liquid eyes and sexy laugh and fantasy body were best placed in the look-but-don’t-touch category.

And, since it was really just eye candy that she wanted, Paoletti’s XO—whatever XO meant—was top shelf and a fine replacement.

Lieutenant Jacquette was a strikingly handsome and enormous African-American man—not so much tall as he was broad. And it wasn’t the fat kind of broad, either. No, he was just plain huge, with the kind of shoulders that looked wide enough to carry the weight of the entire world, if need be.

His office was smaller than the lieutenant commander’s, but they didn’t stay there long after Paoletti excused himself with one last smile.

Jacquette led her back into the hall, down the stairs, and out into the brilliance of the afternoon as he repeated everything that Paoletti had told her.

His cell rang, and as he grimly excused himself and took the call, Joan had enough time both to find her sunglasses and to search through the long list of Navy abbreviations that Meredith had put into her file before she’d left her office last night.

XO…XO…

Executive officer. Second in command. Aha. This Lieutenant Jacquette was Navy SEAL Team Sixteen’s Mr. Spock.

Thank God for all those Star Trek reruns she’d watched in fifth grade, or she’d be completely in the dark.

“If there’s anything you need while you’re here,” Jacquette told her with an appropriately Vulcan-like intensity, “come see me. Oh, good, here’s Muldoon.”

Joan looked up, and there, indeed, was Muldoon. Silhouetted by the sparkling backdrop of sunlight dancing on the ocean, this Muldoon couldn’t have made a more dramatic appearance if he’d tried.

He was all broad shoulders and wide chest and long legs, packaged neatly into that same gleaming white uniform.

From a distance, he looked like a Lieutenant Commander Paoletti clone, with the same man-sized, extra-ripped build.

“Joan DaCosta—Lieutenant junior grade Michael Muldoon,” Jacquette intoned.

The choir of angels missed their cue as Muldoon came close enough for her to see his face. But, hot damn, a face like that demanded a full forte gloria in excelsis deo.

Yes, as fit the pattern, Lieutenant junior grade—which made him sound as if he were a Daisy Scout compared to the non-junior lieutenants—Michael Muldoon was more picture-perfect handsome than both Jacquette and Paoletti combined. Of course, he was also only about twenty years old.

If the trend continued, within the next three minutes she was going to be handed off to a ten-year-old ensign, and then to that toddler seaman recruit she’d seen scrubbing the floor when she’d first arrived on the naval base.

“Lieutenant Muldoon is going to be your SEAL liaison for the duration of your visit,” Jacquette informed her.

It really was remarkable. The guy was right out of central casting. Hello, Gertrude? Yeah, we need a Navy SEAL hero type over on lot twenty-four this afternoon. Make sure he stands well over six feet tall, is built like a Greek god, has neon blue eyes, golden brown hair, and a face more handsome than Brad Pitt’s, will ya?

“Ma’am.”

And he should definitely be ridiculously young, so as to make me feel as old as possible by actually addressing me as ma’am.

Shit. When had she become a ma’am? Thirty-two didn’t honestly qualify as ma’am-dom, did it?

“Lieutenant Muldoon will give you today’s tour,” Jacquette said. “And he’ll accompany you whenever you’re here on base. Please try to stay with him at all times.”

Oh-ho. Lieutenant Junior was her baby-sitter. Wasn’t that annoying news?

And although he gave no outward sign—Junior was either unswervingly polite or brain dead—Joan had to believe that this was not an assignment that he’d requested. No, this was one he’d gotten stuck with, poor thing. He was doomed to be as miserable as she was.

“That’s not just for your own personal safety,” Jacquette continued, “but also for security reasons, of course. Again, if you need anything…”

Enough games. The U.S. Navy might not take this PR opportunity for Brooke Bryant seriously, but she sure as hell did. “I need full access to this base, Lieutenant,” Joan told him.

He pretended not to understand. “Then I’ll let you and Lieutenant Muldoon get to it,” the XO said smoothly. “Enjoy your tour.”

“Sir, I have full security clearance,” she said.

But he was already taking another call on his cell—or at least pretending to take one—ending their conversation by turning his broad back and walking away.

And then there she was. All alone with Junior.

         

“Do you want fries with that?” Mary Lou Starrett asked.

The skinny sailor with a bad case of acne hardly looked at her once, let alone twice. “Just a vanilla shake.”

“Small or large?” There was a time—not so long ago—when this kid wouldn’t have been able to take his eyes off of her. And she, well, she wouldn’t’ve given an enlisted loser like him the time of day.

“Large. And I’m in a real rush, so if you don’t mind…?” He finally looked at her, and it was with “Come on, you moron” in his eyes.

Mary Lou took a chicken sandwich from the warming bin, squishing a big hole in the bun with her thumb as she put it into the paper sack. It wasn’t as satisfying as spitting into his shake, but it would have to do.

She took his money and gave him his change, and he grabbed his food and left. And the lunchtime rush at the Navy base’s McDonald’s was officially over.

Her husband, Lieutenant Sam Starrett of U.S. Navy SEAL Team Sixteen, hadn’t come in with the rest of the crowd. Even though he knew she was working today. Even though he knew this was one of the three weekdays she dropped their daughter, Haley, at Mrs. Ustenski’s day care center and actually got her ass out of the house…

Her twenty pounds overweight, size humongous, never-gonna-wear-a-thong-again big-ass ass.

It had been thirteen months since Haley was born. And it had been longer than that since she and Sam had had sex. Real sex. Not this do-it-in-the-dark-with-any-random-blow-up-doll-available-type sex they’d had very infrequently since then.

Mary Lou slowly organized the stack of paper cups alongside the soda machine, knowing if she didn’t look busy, Aaron the asshole manager would find something for her to do.

Maybe if she lost this weight, Sam would look at her again as if she were a woman, instead of a sack of potatoes. Maybe when she finally stopped breast-feeding. Everyone said that breast-feeding made you lose weight, but maybe she was some kind of freak of nature. Maybe after she weaned Haley, she’d get thinner. And maybe then Sam would want her.

He stayed up late, watching TV in the living room, waiting until after she was asleep to come to bed. Or so he thought. She was usually awake, lying there wishing that he would reach for her, but knowing that he wouldn’t.

If she wanted some, she had to make it very obvious. And even then, there had been times when he shut her down. Which eventually became so mortifying, she’d flat out stopped trying.

But maybe if she lost this weight…

Desperate, Mary Lou had tried over the past few months to make Sam happy by making his home beautiful. She cleaned the shit out of it every single day.

She tried to please him in other ways, too. By being agreeable. By holding her tongue and avoiding arguments at all costs.

She might not be the thinnest wife in the world, but she was working hard to be the least troublesome.

For instance, Sam had made a stink about her visiting the Team Sixteen building on the base. Apparently—even though the other SEALs’ wives came to visit frequently—Sam didn’t want Mary Lou to visit him at work. So she’d made sure she didn’t bother him there, unless it was important or unless he was being deployed. Then, of course, all bets were off.

Their marriage wasn’t perfect, but what marriage was? And he didn’t have to marry her. Some guys wouldn’t have, despite the fact that she’d been pregnant.

No, he’d married her because on some level, deep down, he loved her. And now she finally had someone—not just someone, a Navy SEAL—to take care of her. They had a daughter together, and a house and two cars—although hers was pretty much a rolling piece of crap.

Sooner or later, she’d lose the weight and make Sam happy again. He’d admit that he loved her, and maybe then the rest of her life would turn around, too. She’d finally be accepted by the other wives of the SEALs in Team Sixteen.

They were polite to her, sure. But she couldn’t call a single one of them friend.

It wasn’t fair—the wives’ club was supposed to be part of the package, one of the perks of marrying an officer in the U.S. Navy SEALs. Her life was supposed to be glorious now, filled with wonderful girlfriends with sweet little babies like her own Haley, with Sam hurrying home to her every night after his training missions here in Coronado.

He was supposed to look at her with the same keen hunger in his blue eyes that had made her weak in the knees when she’d first laid eyes on him in the Ladybug Lounge nearly two years ago. He was supposed to make jokes and then they would laugh the way they’d laughed back then.

Of course, back then they’d both been drunk off their asses pretty much all the time they were together. They’d make plans to meet at the bar, and she’d arrive early and get warmed up. He’d come in, pound down a few, and then they’d stagger back to her place and get naked and laugh some more.

Course back then she usually ended up drinking until she puked or passed out.

But she’d grown up with a drunk for a mother. And she was good and goddamn sure that wasn’t going to be the case for her little Haley.

“Mary Lou!”

Shit. Aaron was going to ask her to clean the fry machine. She just knew it.

But, “Counter,” he said instead. She had customers. Glory be to God. She turned with relief at the reprieve and froze.

It was Alyssa Locke. Standing in front of Mary Lou’s counter, intently gazing up at the menu as if it had radically changed in the past few years. Her FBI partner was with her. Jules Something. Sam had told her he was actually gay.

He was even prettier than Alyssa, and that was saying something, because Alyssa Locke was beautiful.

She was slender, with slim hips and thighs. Of course, her breasts were barely there. Mary Lou probably wore a larger bra size at age eleven.

Her dark hair was cut boyishly short, accenting her exotic green eyes, her mocha-colored skin, her high cheekbones, and her full lips. Making her look extremely non-boyish.

They hadn’t noticed her, hadn’t recognized her. Please God, don’t let them recognize her.

“What was it I swore I’d never order again?” Alyssa asked her partner, her eyes still firmly on the menu.

“That was at the other place,” he said. “Burger Hell.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. What’s today’s special?” Jules asked, giving Mary Lou a wink.

Didn’t it figure? The one man who flirted with her today was gay.

Mary Lou didn’t pretend to laugh at his joke. She couldn’t. She couldn’t so much as smile.

She just stared at the cash register as she took their order, praying they wouldn’t recognize her, praying they would just take their lunch and leave.

“My turn to pay,” Alyssa said to Jules in a husky voice that didn’t have a trace of the deep south’s honey and syrup. Everything about her was all business. Efficient and precise. Except for that lush mouth.

As Mary Lou watched, she opened her fanny pack and got out her wallet.

And it was then, while Mary Lou was giving her change, that Alyssa’s gaze flickered down to her name badge.

And then up directly into Mary Lou’s eyes.

And there it was. Recognition. Realization of who was waiting on her dawned in Alyssa’s eyes. And Mary Lou couldn’t hide the fact that she knew damn well who Alyssa was, either.

For about seven seconds, no one spoke. Mary Lou actually dared to hope that Alyssa would turn away, pretend that flash of recognition had never happened. After all, there had to be at least several thousand women named Mary Lou in San Diego.

But no. Alyssa had to open her perfect mouth. “I didn’t realize you worked here.”

No shit, Sherlock. Mary Lou didn’t doubt for one second that Alyssa wanted to avoid her as much as she wanted to avoid seeing Alyssa. If Alyssa had known, she wouldn’t have come within two miles of this place.

“Yeah,” Mary Lou said instead. “I’ve been here for about three months now.” And just so that Alyssa wouldn’t think she had to work, that somehow Sam wasn’t providing for her, she added, “Three four-hour shifts a week. Just enough to get out of the house for a while. See a few people who don’t have diaper rash for a change.”

Jules was looking back and forth between Alyssa and Mary Lou as if he were mystified.

“This is Lieutenant Starrett’s wife,” Alyssa told him.

He instantly became expressionless and bland. “Oh, right. Of course. Mary Lou. We met at your house about six months ago.”

Yes, they did. Right before Sam left for Indonesia. Mary Lou certainly remembered. It was right before Alyssa Locke left for Indonesia, too.

Are you in town to fuck my husband? The words were on the tip of her tongue, but she choked them back. She didn’t have to ask. She already knew. Sam still mumbled Alyssa’s name in his sleep.

He swore—repeatedly—that he hadn’t been with her since he and Mary Lou got married, that whatever had been between him and Alyssa was over and done with, a thing of the past. But it had been well over a year since Sam and Mary Lou got married. There was no way he’d still be dreaming about Alyssa if he wasn’t still seeing her.

No way.

Sam wasn’t the kind of man to go for months on end without sex. And he sure as hell wasn’t getting any from Mary Lou.

Jealousy clogged her throat and angry tears threatened to escape.

“It’s nice seeing you,” Alyssa said insincerely.

Mary Lou just stood there as they took their food and pushed through the doors, out into the heat of the sunny afternoon.

“Earth to Mary Lou!”

She turned to find Aaron the asshole standing right next to her. “Where the heck did you go?” he asked, laughing as if he’d made a huge joke. “Standing there, spacing out, like someone came and vacuumed out your brain.”

It took everything in her to keep from slapping him, simply for being a fool.

“Your husband called a while ago,” Aaron told her. “It was before you got here. I forgot to tell you. He said he’d try to make it in during lunch.”

Well, he hadn’t. And Mary Lou didn’t know whether to be upset about that or relieved. The only thing worse than seeing Alyssa would have been seeing Alyssa and Sam in the same room.

“He said to say he’s going out with the team tonight,” Aaron continued. “He won’t be back until tomorrow, probably in the evening.”

Of course Sam wouldn’t make it home tonight. That was no real surprise.

Alyssa Locke was in town.

Mary Lou took off her hat. She had to get out of there.

Now.

“Where are you going?” Aaron asked.

“I told Matt last time I was in,” Mary Lou lied. “I have to leave early today. Haley’s baby-sitter has a doctor’s appointment. I would’ve tried to get a replacement, but Matt said it was okay—”

“Go,” Aaron said. “See you next week.”

Mary Lou went.
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