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      Sergeant Nick Welby forced himself to look up at the plane roaring above him and ignore his primitive instinct to break into a run. His heart punched against his chest in painful thuds. A Boeing 737—not enemy fire. Seattle’s Fremont neighborhood—not Afghanistan.

      He took a calming breath and then another. The hipster neighborhood, filled with buzzing cars and rushing crowds, ratcheted his already revved-up nervous system, making every sound and movement chafe against his jangled nerves like an open wound.

      Talley, Nick’s military partner, a bomb-sniffing canine, strained against her lead.

      The golden lab, like him, was tense and hyper-alert, waiting for disaster to strike. Both he and his dog were on sick leave. A month had helped to heal their physical injuries, but neither had made progress in calming their stress reactions. They both saw and felt danger everywhere every day.

      He stared up at the refurbished warehouse situated on the waterway to Puget Sound. Adrenaline surged through his body at the idea of walking into the unknown building. He was sweating heavily, as if he were still in the heat of the Registan desert instead of the August summer day in the Northwest.

      A white-and-black sign hung on the warehouse: Grayce Walters, DVM, Animal Acupuncturist. He bent and petted the attentive dog. Talley’s soft chocolate eyes echoed the feelings stuck in his throat. “I don’t like it any better than you do, but this doctor will help you.”

      Nick didn’t have a lot of hope for his own recovery, but he couldn’t let his partner suffer. Doc Samson, the Welby family’s veterinarian, had sworn by the amazing skill of this doctor. He paused and blew the air out of his constricted lungs and then pulled the door open. He’d do anything to help his partner heal from the IED explosion that had almost taken both their lives, even walk into this dangerous unknown.
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      Nick’s mind and body were at ease after the hour with Dr. Walters. Doc Samson was right-on—the tiny woman had special gifts. Having been raised on a horse farm, Nick had immediately recognized the veterinarian’s intuitive connection in relating to and comforting animals.

      Simply being in Dr. Walters’s presence was restorative, as evidenced by Talley sleeping soundly on the floor. As Talley’s handler, he was connected to the dog at a level most people couldn’t understand. When his partner relaxed, he felt the same.

      Dr. Walters, looked up from her note taking. “I’d like to treat Talley once a week for the next three months. You live in Auburn. Will it be a problem to drive into Seattle?”

      “Not a problem, ma’am. I’d do anything for this dog.”

      She leaned across her desk. “Do you swim, sergeant?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He didn’t get what swimming had to do with acupuncture.

      “I’d like you and Talley to start swimming in a lake or deep river. It’s important you do it together.”

      “Lake Youngs is close by our family farm. Talley and I can swim there.”

      “Water will soothe Talley’s ratcheted up nervous system.”

      Why did he feel as if the doctor wasn’t talking just about Talley?

      “Don’t do any training around the swimming. Talley needs a real break from her work. Her senses, especially her focus and her nose are working overtime. She’ll have a break in the water.”

      He nodded. “It will be great to swim after our morning runs.”

      “Sounds like we’ve got a plan. Let’s see how the swimming works.” Dr. Walters stood from her desk and walked toward the door. “I can hear that my assistant is back. She’ll make your appointment for next week.”

      Talley sat up with the doctor’s movements. With her front paws planted forward, the usually hyper dog stretched her spine and then slowly hoisted herself to follow Dr. Walters. He couldn’t explain exactly what had happened, but like Talley, he felt a deep sense of relaxation. For the first time since he had arrived stateside, he could breathe calmly and catch glimpses of the contented man before the war. He and a tranquil Talley followed the doctor to the outer office.

      Dr. Walters stopped suddenly in the doorway. A young, curvaceous woman was balanced on the stool, reaching into cupboards, as she sang the painful lyrics from Nirvana’s song “Sliver.”

      When she stretched her entire body forward, her short black skirt inched higher, giving him an incredible view of her sweet, rounded backside. He swore under his breath at the tempting sight. She wore fishnet tights and thigh-high boots that were right out of every red-blooded male’s fantasy.

      His whole body tightened, not in danger but in hunger. Lust and need hummed through him, an invigorating feeling that he hadn’t experienced in a very long time.

      He and Dr. Walters stood frozen. Dr. Walters didn’t want to startle her assistant. Nick didn’t budge as he reveled in the almighty view.

      As if sensing his stare, the young woman turned and jumped off the stool in one graceful movement despite her high-heeled boots. She turned and faced them with a big smile. She had no idea what fantastic torture he suffered. Her tight World of Warfare T-shirt hugged her amazingly stacked body. Heat and anticipation drummed through his body.

      Her dark, slanted eyes and her full lips matched her perfect body. He couldn’t believe there could be such a beautiful woman. Dumbstruck by her appeal, he stood and stared.

      She stared back as if trapped in their electric connection.

      “Hollie, can you make an appointment for Talley and Sgt. Welby?”

      Dr. Walters’s voice startled him to attention. He had been overcome by his primeval response to the young woman despite Dr. Walters’s presence.

      Her name was Hollie—a prickly flower, like her piercing above her eyebrow; her red lips vibrant and lush like the berries in the long winter months.

      Hollie turned toward Dr. Walters. “How long will you want to see them?”

      “I’d like to see Talley once a week for the next twelve weeks.” Dr. Walters smiled at him before walking back into her office. “You’re in good hands now. I’ll see you and Talley next week.”

      Hollie then bent and petted Talley’s head. The golden lab, usually fully on guard, didn’t flinch or react to Hollie’s touch. In fact, Talley leaned into her hand. It appeared both he and Talley felt the same about Hollie. Nick watched her black-painted nails rub along Talley’s head.

      “She’s a beauty.” Hollie’s voice was low and caring.

      Nick couldn’t believe he was about to say aloud, you’re the beauty. His entire world was spinning sideways—first the acupuncture by Dr. Walters and now this incredible woman.

      “What day next week works for you, Sgt. Welby?” Her voice was husky and sexy as hell. He was a goner. How could this woman get any better?

      He stepped toward her. His need to get closer was overpowering. “Call me Nick.”

      Hollie had a flush of pink on her cheeks as if she could read his thoughts, his needs. Her clothes and stance were bold, but there was something vulnerable in her eyes. She fluttered her thick eyelashes, and the moment was gone. “Nick, Dr. Walters has openings next Tuesday afternoon.”

      He angled his body into a protective but possessive posture—unbelievable for him since he never got near to anyone. You never knew who had a bomb strapped under their clothes. With this woman, he couldn’t stop himself from wanting to touch her, to run his hands through her long, dark hair. “Talley and I can come back whenever. We’re flexible.” Suddenly the words rang true. He might be able to break away from his lonely, rigid schedule to make room for…

      He tried to not stare at her chest but at the World of Warfare logo with the mystical fairy creature. He pointed to the character on her T-shirt. “Galachel?” He liked that she hadn’t chosen one of the avenging, angry, war-hungry goddesses.

      Hollie’s perfect skin reddened. She whispered in shock, “You know Galachel?

      He looked at her chest again. Oh, man, he shouldn’t have done that. “Are you a girl gamer?”

      Her striking eyes flashed. “Yeah. What about you?”

      “I played a lot when I was deployed. Not much else to do on the off hours.”

      “Yeah, I played more when I was…” She stopped herself and looked down. “It must have been hard…you know being away…” Her voice got quiet, filled with sympathy.

      Did she know about the IED explosion? He didn’t want her to think of him as wounded. He didn’t like thinking of himself as wounded. “Talley and I should be heading out. But we’ll see you next Tuesday.”

      And like a good soldier he knew it was time to retreat.
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      Hollie refolded the T-shirts on her friend’s vendor table at Pike Street Market. A group of Scandinavian tourists from the Alaskan cruise ship had totally demolished the carefully organized display. Why a group of white-haired women with canes and walkers wanted to examine and touch the World of Warfare T-shirts, she hadn’t a clue.

      Their interest in the next stall, showcasing Lonnie’s potholders made from retro fabric, was understandable, but the elderly women’s interest in mythical creatures from a video war game was incomprehensible. Like their marauding Viking ancestors, they had gone down the entire row of day stalls in Pike Place Market, invading and pillaging.

      She straightened the stacks of Galachel, the T-shirt she had been wearing when she’d met Sgt. Welby. She refused to think of him as Nick since that would be crossing a boundary of their client relationship. She had told herself repeatedly he was a client and nothing else when she remembered his blue eyes and the crinkles around the bright orbs from too much sun. She had already spent too much time analyzing her unusual reaction to the hunky soldier.

      She smoothed the pile of her favorite Ellie design. Play like a Girl in bold red letters splayed across the T-shirt with an avenging war goddess, spear in hand.

      Ellie had modeled the goddess’s image after Hollie’s dark, slanted eyes, black, curling hair, and her tough personality.

      Hollie smiled at a male Japanese tourist. The young dude held up a T-shirt with a red dragon flying across a netherworld of purple skies.

      “Blood Fire from World of Warfare,” Hollie said.

      He smiled and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill from his wallet.

      Hollie nodded.

      Obviously not fluent in English but fluent in video games, the kid bought the T-shirt.

      Hollie searched the crowd for Ellie bringing their lunch. She hadn’t eaten much of a breakfast and was desperate for a square slice of DeLaurenti’s pizza.

      She spotted Ellie making her way through the narrow aisle filled with humanity. Ellie held the cardboard box close to her chest. She skillfully weaved in and out of the sea of tourists, a plastic bag filled with their Cokes hanging from her arm. Hollie’s mouth salivated at the sight of the pizza box and the anticipation of biting into the thick, chewy crust and the melted cheese.

      Opening the box that Ellie had handed her, Hollie took a deep whiff of the garlic tomato sauce and breathed a sigh of blissful nirvana.

      “Long line?”

      “Yeah, out the door and onto First Avenue.”

      Hollie took a bite of the pizza. Her taste buds exploded with the heavy garlic. It was even better than she’d expected.

      Ellie pulled the two stools together behind the stall. Hollie perched on the edge of the stool and placed the familiar box on her lap. Ellie took a big bite. “How did you do while I was gone?”

      Hollie unscrewed the top of the Coke bottle and took a big chug. “Better now. I was starved.”

      “Thanks for coming down and giving me a break. I really appreciate it.”

      “I don’t know how you can stay so nice and polite. I’d start screaming and raving if I had to deal with all the cruise ship passengers who have no intention to buy but have to touch everything.”

      Ellie snorted. “No, you wouldn’t. You just like saying all those badass things.”

      Hollie snorted. “I am a badass. Have you forgotten how I took that motherfuck-hole Zane down?”

      “It was the first time I saw you in action—the way you roshamboed him was fricking awesome. You were the only one willing to stand up to him.”

      Hollie didn’t want to remember Ellie’s abusive boyfriend who’d pimped her out to keep his heroin habit going. “It was all about pure rage. I sure had a lot of anger back then.”

      “After you kicked him in the groin and then sucker-punched him, you looked just like Badb, the Irish war goddess. You know, the goddess with black hair and black eyes who took the form of a crow.”

      Hollie spoke around the pizza in her mouth. “I’m not sure the image of a crow is a compliment.”

      “My life changed when I met you.” Ellie’s voice quivered. “And look at me now.”

      Ellie looked nothing like the thin, emaciated, homeless waif Hollie had met on the street. Ellie’s blondish-brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail; her whimsical T-shirt had a cow with a giant bell and a chubby squirrel, both non-players in World of Warfare. Ellie had embellished their wide eyes with long eyelashes, making them adorable and fanciful.

      “I hope that if anyone was messing with you, I wouldn’t try to emasculate him, but I’d use my aikido.”

      Ellie laughed loudly. “Good to know that you’ve harnessed your killer instincts.”

      “Kind of…” Hollie didn’t want to acknowledge that she hadn’t come close to letting go of her deep-seated anger toward her meth-producing father. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to.  And this was all part of the problem with Sgt. Welby. He was big and strong, and she always wanted to decimate powerful men. But something about him didn’t arouse that rage. In fact, just the opposite. It was obvious Sgt. Welby carried his own pain. And for the first time, she didn’t want to strike out at a dominant male.

      Hollie shifted her feet on the stool as she watched a harried mother with two small children trying to negotiate their way through the throng.

      Ellie’s hazel eyes searched Hollie’s face. “You’re worried? Something happen at work?”

      “No…” Hollie shook her head. “It’s all good.” She wasn’t ready to share her confused feelings with Ellie, who she considered more of a little sister she was responsible for protecting.

      “Is everything okay with Dr. Walters?” Ellie took a sip of the Coke.

      “Working too much, but nothing new there.”

      “I can’t believe how generous she and her friend James have been to me. I would never have been able to get this business started without their help.”

      “Yeah, the boss and James are really cool.”

      “I still can’t believe this is really happening. I made seventy-five bucks today. Me making money.”

      This was Ellie’s first month as a vendor, and everyone had told her the summer months were when you made the money. May through September—tourists and cruise ships were the golden pig at Pike Place Market.
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      Nick was back in Fremont, making his way across the congested street. Like his first visit, he jumped at every noise and movement—the hassled pedestrians checking their phones, the planes overhead, and the honking cars, barking dogs, and screaming children. He couldn’t stop his brain from assimilating and assessing potential threats. Talley strained on the lead. With her spine straight, her nose extended, she absorbed every detail and every smell.

      The commotion and noise flicked along Nick’s ramped-up nervous system, but a more powerful feeling drove him forward. Spurred on by hope, he was willing to endure the sensory overload. For the first time in years, he was inspired to get close, close to a dark-haired woman with unfathomable eyes that shared his suffering.

      Nick and Talley entered Dr. Walters’s office building without hesitation, immediately comfortable from their last visit to the old, musty building.

      Nick had no excuse for showing up three days before his scheduled appointment. As a man of control and precise tactics, he was shocked by his own behavior. He had driven an hour without an explanation for his and Talley’s sudden appearance. He was honest enough to admit that, despite his military honors for bravery in action, he was afraid.

      His buddies would give him shit if they could see him now—nervous to hit on a woman. He climbed the stairs to the second floor. He was modest about his appeal, but women had always come easy for him. Over six feet, with boyish looks, he was attractive to women. Hell, he had started being pursued by girls in middle school, and women’s interest hadn’t diminished. His interest in women, beyond sex and release, had been nonexistent until last week. And he had no idea why. Was it part of seeing Talley relaxed, or was there more to his fantasy about the office assistant?

      Talley’s nails clicked on the wood floors as they approached the door. Nick’s heart beat erratically, his palms were sweaty, and his mouth was dry.

      Hollie looked up from her desk as he walked through the door. Surprise registered on her face as she stood and came around her desk. Her hair was piled on top of her head in a high ponytail, and she wore a soft white dress that clung to all her curves. Her sweet and innocent look was a fist to his chest. He was having trouble moving air in and out of his lungs.

      “Talley, Sgt. Welby, is something wrong? You don’t have an appointment today.”

      She looked young and virginal, nothing like the dominatrix that his male mind had created in the late nights. The swimming regime recommended by Dr. Walters to help Talley was taking the edge off the long days, but the nights were still bad. And when he woke from the same nightmare, he lay in bed and fantasized about Hollie, her incredible bod in the tight black skirt, fishnet stockings, and black boots, and her gentle touch.

      She looked closely at Talley. “Is Talley ill?”

      He couldn’t speak but stared at the enticing woman as his heart thudded against his chest like a marching band drum. He shook his head. “No, we’re good. Really good.” God, he sounded like a simpleton. He could feel his ears burning in embarrassment. “We were in Seattle and thought we’d stop by. That’s not a problem, is it?” Of all the lame shit to say.

      “Oh, I’m glad nothing’s wrong.” Hollie bent and patted Talley. “It’s good to see you, Talley,” she crooned in a soft, alluring voice.

      Talley’s ears perked up, and her body relaxed at Hollie’s voice.

      As she was bent over Talley, he tracked the creamy angle of her neck and a coiled black curl. He could feel her heat, and he caught a whiff of her flowery fragrance.

      She didn’t look like the badass woman of just three days ago. She was soft, womanly, and alluring.

      When she stood up, there were mere inches between them. He wanted to rub his thumb along her plump lower lip. He wanted to do a hell of a lot more.

      She turned her head and caught him staring. Pink color crept up her neckline the same way she had blushed when he’d recognized Galachel on her T-shirt.

      She moved back around her desk to put space between them. He didn’t want to intimidate her, but he was having trouble dampening his needy reaction to this woman. He wanted to chase her behind the desk. He wanted to leap over the desk and kiss her mindlessly. He needed to get himself in control.

      Talley watched Hollie retreat behind her desk and lay down on her stomach, her head resting on her paws as if waiting in anticipation.

      His partner clued in to any heightened tension from Nick, but at this moment, his dog understood there was no cataclysmic danger except, of course, to Nick’s heart.

      “Dr. Walters is working, but she’ll be glad to know you’re here.”

      He hadn’t come to see Dr. Walters. He had come to see Hollie, to reconfirm the incredible connection he had envisioned between them in his long, lonely nights. He had to know he wasn’t deranged.

      “And Talley can meet our office dog, Mitzi.”

      Talley’s head came up with the mention of her name. “Are you sure? Talley is pretty wound up…”

      “I’m sure the dogs will get along. Mitzi’s a sweetheart.” Hollie moved the papers around her desk. “Do you want something to drink while you wait? It’s pretty hot out there today.”

      “This is paradise compared to the Dashti Margo.”

      “Dashti Margo?”

      “The desert region in southern Afghanistan.”

      “Wow. I can’t imagine what it was like for you to be in a strange place so far away from home.” She examined his face as if she saw the exhausting toll his tours had taken upon him.

      She shifted in her chair and then cracked her knuckles. “You sure you don’t want anything? Water? Mint tea?”

      “No, thank you. Talley and I are good.” He stepped back from the desk, trying to give her more space. She was acting cornered, as if she was apprehensive of him. He knew he was coming on too strong, but the need to get close to this one woman was relentless.

      “Talley looks more relaxed than at the last visit.” She raised her arms to redo the ponytail, a nervous gesture that pulled her dress tighter across her chest.

      He forced himself to look away from the way the soft material outlined her full breasts.

      With the movement, the sleeve of her dress fell back to reveal a spiraling snake that wrapped around her arm.

      He had to swallow against the tightness in his throat and the way his body clenched in response to the sexiness of her tat. “We’ve been swimming like Dr. Walters recommended. It really has helped both of us.”

      “Oh.” Her lips were a pale pink, not the racy deep red from the other day. His need to touch her, kiss her was getting ridiculous. He really needed to get his shit together. This interaction wasn’t going at all like he’d thought it would go do down. He’d assumed she was an experienced woman of the world and he’d be able to easily seal the deal. But without her black boots and tight skirt, she seemed younger and more vulnerable today. His protective feelings toward her inhibited his over-the-top attraction. “You’re not were wearing a World of Warfare T-shirt today. I liked the Galachel T-shirt you were wearing when I met you.” Oh, he liked more than the T-shirt.

      Her dark eyes brightened and she smiled. “My friend designed it.”

      “Your friend? I thought it was from the Warfare site.” He inched closer to the desk again. “Does he do other designs?” He then stood in place, waiting for her to get comfortable with him moving into her space. He used the same method of approach and retreat with the wild horses bought at auction.

      “Ellie’s dragons are the best. Do you want to see?” Hollie typed fast. Her fingers were long and slender, her nails pink, not black today. “She just started to sell them at Pike Place Market. She’s already doing great.”

      “I’d like to see her shirts.” He grinned. He’d be willing to look at fancy dishes if it helped Hollie relax.

      “I set up her web page. It’s pretty basic, but we’re hoping she can sell the shirts both at the market and online.” Her enthusiasm for her friend was genuine and endearing.

      “Here’s her newest dragon.” Hollie put her hands on her screen as if to move it so he could see it. She looked up at him with her wide, dark eyes and tugged on her bottom lip with her teeth. “Do you want to come back here to look?”

      He wasn’t sure if it was the way she bit her lower lip or the way he heard her invitation, but his entire body clenched in expectation.

      “Yeah…sure.” He walked slowly around the corner of the desk. Talley didn’t stir. He bent over her shoulder, inhaling the scent of Hollie, prickly and sweet.

      “Man, she’s good.” He angled his body closer to the screen. And man, am I a goner. As if in middle school, he felt like a voyeur, trying to cop a feel or a look down a hot girl’s blouse. “Her shirts are better than the Warfare website and less expensive.”

      “Well, she’s got to be careful about the copyright. She has to create her own creatures so Whiteout’s attorneys don’t come after her.”

      “I hadn’t thought about it, but that makes sense.”

      Hollie clicked on the next page. “Here’s another of her dragons. I love the purple and orange sky.”

      He hovered over her. He tried to focus on the website, but he was aware of every warm inch of her, every inhalation next to him. He couldn’t stop himself. He rested his hand on her shoulder, a light touch, pretending to need her support to get a closer view of the screen.

      He felt her slight flinch, but she
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