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Synopsis

It should have been simple, but life has a way of
getting complicated.

When correspondent Tate McKenna broke her own rules
and took navy pilot Lieutenant Commander Evan Kane home from an
embassy dinner in Bahrain, she knew all the reasons why it wouldn’t
work. Long, unpredictable work hours. Extended absences. The
dangers inherent in their jobs. Yet after being with Evan once, it
was inconceivable she wouldn’t be with her again.

When they finally have a chance to get things right,
danger follows them home from Afghanistan. Now, Tate and Evan must
stand together in a show of force or risk losing
everything—including their lives.


SHOW OF FORCE

© 2013 By AJ Quinn. All Rights
Reserved.

 


ISBN 13:
978-1-60282-972-5

 


This Electronic Book Is Published
By

Bold Strokes Books,
Inc.

P.O. Box 249

Valley Falls, NY 12185

 


First Edition: September
2013

 


THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION. NAMES,
CHARACTERS, PLACES, AND INCIDENTS ARE THE PRODUCT OF THE AUTHOR’S
IMAGINATION OR ARE USED FICTITIOUSLY. ANY RESEMBLANCE TO ACTUAL
PERSONS, LIVING OR DEAD, BUSINESS ESTABLISHMENTS, EVENTS, OR
LOCALES IS ENTIRELY COINCIDENTAL.

 


THIS BOOK, OR PARTS THEREOF, MAY
NOT BE REPRODUCED IN ANY FORM WITHOUT PERMISSION.

 


Credits

Editor: Ruth
Sternglantz

Production Design: Susan
Ramundo

Cover Design By Sheri
(graphicartist2020@hotmail.com)


By the Author

Hostage Moon

 


Show of Force


Acknowledgments

Special thanks to Rad for inspiring me and making me
want to be a better writer. To Ruth Sternglantz, editor
extraordinaire, for being so very good at what you do, and for
being willing to teach me and help me tell a better story. To the
amazing team at BSB who work to make all of this possible. To JP
for sharing all those stories about life as a navy pilot—even the
ones that made me blush. And especially to the readers for your
encouragement and support. It’s both an honor and a pleasure to
share my stories with you.


Dedication

To BJ, for so many reasons and more.

 



Prologue

February 16

1800 AST

USS Nimitz (CVN 68)

Northern Arabian Sea

 


It was into a warm mid-February evening that
Lieutenant Commander Evan Kane stepped out of the squadron ready
room. The winds were light, cloud cover minimal, and the setting
sun had painted the horizon in glowing shades of
orange and gold. It promised to be a great night to fly, and she
was eager to get the mission underway.

Following close behind her, she could hear her
wingman, Deacon Walker, giving some good-natured grief to a
nugget—a new pilot on his first deployment. She wanted to keep her
mind focused on the mission, and for a moment or two, she remained
silent. But she finally had to shake her head and laugh as the
trash talk escalated. The kid would learn soon enough.

As her long stride took her into the noise and
bustle of the flight deck, she realized she was hyperaware of
everything around her. The constant scream of aircraft engines. The
inescapable smell of jet fuel that filled every breath. The flow of
action. It was almost, she reflected, as if, like the nugget, this
was the first time she’d ever been here.

Except, of course, this was not her first cruise.
She’d been on the flight deck of a carrier untold times, day and
night, in good weather and bad. And, unlike the nugget, she was at
the top of her game.

During this last deployment alone, Evan had flown
countless sorties to and from the operating areas in Afghanistan.
Each mission lasted between five and seven hours and necessitated
refueling by air force tankers while en route. And between takeoff
and landing, she provided close air support to US and coalition
forces on the ground.

Sometimes that meant performing strafing runs while
under antiaircraft fire. Still other times, she’d been called on to
use the sensors on her F/A-18 to locate possible improvised
explosive devices or roadside bomb positions.

Lately, many of those missions had included loud and
low show-of-force passes over insurgency areas. In the lexicon of
close air support, the maneuver was a nonlethal display of power
intended to signal enemy forces that the ground troops were not
alone.

It was all part of the job.

A job that was coming to an end.

Tonight’s mission had the distinction of being her
last. After this mission, and all the intervening years since she’d
walked into Aviation Officer Candidate School as a fresh-faced
college grad, she was finally going home.

Stepping onto the four-and-a-half acre flight deck,
she walked with cautious familiarity as sailors and aircraft moved
about in a tightly choreographed ballet. Not just a cliché, it
truly was poetry in motion.

She wasn’t surprised to find Dave Riley, the air
wing commander, standing near her aircraft. They’d met years
earlier while training in Fallon, Nevada prior to her first
deployment, and they had served together a long time. Dave had
always been supportive, pushing, stretching, and encouraging her to
be the best. He had also done everything in his power to convince
her to stay in the navy. But he had finally accepted her decision
to walk away.

Without saying a word, he fell in beside her as she
completed her last preflight walk around. He then stood at attention and crisply
saluted her. She returned his salute and watched him turn on his
heel and leave the area.

Alone once again with her
thoughts, Evan quickly slid into the seat of her F/A-18 and
strapped in. She was on the clock as she went
through her takeoff checklist, then followed direction and
lined up at one of the Nimitz’s four
catapults, collectively capable of launching aircraft from the
flight deck every thirty seconds.

With canopy down, engines turning, and ejection seat
armed, she patiently awaited her turn. A yellow shirt—an aircraft
director—gave her the signal to start rolling forward, and she
followed the wands until she was parked behind the jet-blast
deflector, which protected her from the jet twenty feet ahead about
to take off.

Evan tensed, felt the adrenaline flow increase, and
forced her muscles to relax as she double-checked her trim settings
and her ejection seat and ensured all radios, navigational aids,
and data links were turned on while an engineer gave a final check.
As he ran clear, he gave her the signal to go to full power.

Evan complied. She heard the roar of the engines
reverberate, felt the aircraft quiver in anticipation of takeoff.
Seconds ticked by, and then she saw the yellow shirt snap a smart
salute. She returned the salute, her response telling the CAT
officer both pilot and aircraft were ready for launch. An instant
later, she pressed her head against the seat, slammed the throttle
to full afterburner, and was catapulted into the evening sky.

God, she would miss this, she thought fleetingly, as
she cleared the deck. The exhilaration. The camaraderie. The sheer
joy of flying. But the moment quickly passed, and she turned her
focus to the immediate business at hand. Raising the gear and
shutting off the lights, she ascended rapidly as the giant carrier
receded below her and her wingman joined her in the darkening
sky.

They were four hours into the mission when the call
came in. A marine unit doing reconnaissance had run into unexpected
resistance. Under heavy fire, they had requested air support, and a
ground controller wanted the two strike fighters to send a sign—a
show of force—to the marines and the Taliban fighters.

She signaled Deacon to follow, and the two jets
dropped down, skimming over the massive, snowcapped mountain range.
They used the jagged mist-covered mountains and valleys as cover,
trying to avoid detection and surface-to-air missiles.

As they approached their target, Evan banked and
aligned her aircraft, diving before pulling level and accelerating
into the canyon, broadcasting her proximity with an extended engine
roar. Deacon followed suit.

What happened next came without warning.

A surface-to-air missile hit her starboard wing.

The sound was paralyzing and her world exploded into
chaos.

Her F/A-18 shuddered and smoke began to fill the
cockpit, while the instrument panel lit up like a Christmas tree
with flashing warning lights. She quickly lost altitude and speed
and groaned under the g-forces.

Not good.

Already the aircraft had become unresponsive, and in
those fleeting seconds, as time slowed to a crawl, Evan resigned
herself to the fact that on her very last mission she would be
abandoning her aircraft. Ejecting into a no-man’s-land of cliffs
and rocks and ice, far from help and the possibility of a quick
rescue.

Automatically, her hands moved in a sequence of
actions reinforced through years of continuous repetitive training.
She tightened her harness straps, cinched down her helmet, and got
ready to take the ride of a lifetime. And then she was out of
time.

It was going to be close. With her aircraft
disintegrating around her, she grabbed the pull handle of her
ejection seat.

After an explosion caused by the canopy separating,
she was blasted into the cold and eerie silence. She had barely
begun her descent when something struck her helmet. It hit hard,
shattering her visor.

She never lost consciousness, not quite, but
everything blurred. Her head exploded with pain and cold air rushed
in. Something wet ran down her face and
she thought she could taste copper.

Dazed, disoriented, her vision dimmed, and her last
conscious impression as she hurtled toward the ground was of being
surrounded by snow. Tate loved snow, she remembered dreamily as she
descended through the clouds.

Just before she slipped into unrelieved
blackness, only one thought was on her mind.

I’m sorry, Tate. I’m so sorry.


Chapter One

Seventeen months earlier

September 21

1900 AST

Manama, Bahrain

 


Everything in Tate McKenna’s world was irrevocably
altered on the evening of her thirty-third birthday. It happened
the moment she caught her first glimpse of Evan Kane in the grand
ballroom at a by-invitation-only embassy party honoring the US
secretary of state’s visit to Bahrain.

Under normal circumstances, Tate went grudgingly or
outright avoided these formal affairs. But for some inexplicable
reason, she had put up only a token resistance when reminded by a
colleague this was a must-attend function, especially given her job
as a correspondent for the Middle East news bureau entailed
covering the guest of honor’s tour through the region.

So she pulled out the little black dress she saved
for occasions such as this and contemplated putting her
shoulder-length hair up before deciding to leave it loose. She
added a hint of scent and put a smile on her face. Twenty minutes
later, she braced herself as she entered the ballroom, prepared to
spend the next few hours watching an assortment of diplomats fawn
over the secretary of state.

The room was brightly lit and echoed with the
clatter of crystal and laughter and the sounds of countless muted
conversations. The dignitaries and guests in attendance milled
throughout the ballroom, their voices competing with the strains of
music from the orchestra.

Almost immediately, a waiter wandered by with a tray
of full champagne flutes and Tate gratefully swept up a glass. As
she brought the champagne to her lips, it was a husky laugh that
first caught her attention. Transfixed by the sound, she scanned
the nearby crowd, looking for its source.

And then she saw her and literally froze, the glass
hovering near her mouth.

It wasn’t as if she was unused to seeing an American
military presence. Marines at parade rest stood guard at every
embassy she’d been in. Bahrain was also home to the roughly one
thousand land-based navy personnel at the headquarters for the
Fifth Fleet, which directed operations in the Persian Gulf, Red
Sea, and Arabian Sea. And Tate was aware the USS Nimitz had just arrived in the Gulf.

But for some reason, the three naval officers
cutting across the room—two men and a woman—stood out with
poster-child perfection in their dress whites. Then again, maybe it
was just the woman who cast a magical spell and captured her
attention, because over the next few seconds, the two male officers
beside her ceased to exist, while the woman seemed to offer the
potential of changing her evening from one of tedium to one
promising endless possibilities.

She was stunning.

There was an unconscious arrogance in the set of her
shoulders, and she moved with the languid, easy grace of a woman
who knew what she was doing—and could handle anything that came her
way. Tate watched as she moved through the crowd, charmingly
mingling with the savvy of someone well used to these events, and
when Tate saw a smile tug at the corners of her beautiful mouth,
she was certain she’d never seen anything as sexy in her life.

She was at least five-ten,
possibly more, and lean, with narrow hips and long, endless legs.
And her dark, nearly black hair was styled in one of those
hypershort cuts that just looked sinfully sexy. Maybe because it
bordered a bewitching face that was instantly unforgettable. High,
slashing cheekbones, dark eyes, and a
lush mouth. Actually, make that an incredible mouth, curving upward
in a kind of lazy smile, framed with twin dimples that flashed each
time she smiled.

Evocative as hell. It was also
a face that gave the impression she was
hiding a wealth of secrets and made Tate want to unveil every
single one of them, until she discovered who the officer really
was.

It took Tate a moment to recognize the nearly
instantaneous and overwhelming sweep of raw desire that enveloped
her, and she almost stumbled as the realization dawned. Her mouth
became dry and she was aware of an indefinable, primal attraction
that had nothing and everything to do with the pleasure of simply
watching the officer as she cut through the crowd.

As Tate followed her with her eyes, swallowing grew
increasingly difficult. And as a small, pleasant ache settled
between her thighs, Tate wondered if anyone else in the room was
suddenly thinking of hot, hungry mouths and sweat-dampened
skin.

The thought startled her. She would not have
described herself as an impulsive woman, nor was she normally given
to flights of fancy. Especially not while on the job.

But the naval officer seemed like every fantasy,
every dream played out. She was every wish personified, and Tate
had not been involved with anyone for a very long time. A deadly
combination.

Who are you, and why can’t I take my eyes off
you?

Tate shook her head in silent bemusement. She was
accustomed to relying on her instincts when it came to people, and
she was rarely wrong. But she had never experienced anything quite
like this. She was actually breathless.

“See something
interesting?”

Tate turned around, bringing her face-to-face with
Jillian Cordell, smiling as she drew near. “Maybe,” Tate replied,
looking back for an instant until she was staring once again at the
naval officer. “Do you know who she is?”

A tiny blond dynamo in a flame-colored silk dress,
Jillian was considered direct, focused, and disciplined by everyone
who knew her. She was also a seasoned foreign service officer and
came with a reputation that could walk into a room about ten
minutes before she did.

As two individuals went, Tate and Jillian couldn’t
have been more different. But in spite of those differences, Tate
would be eternally grateful Jillian had taken a new and relatively
inexperienced correspondent under her wing when Tate had first
arrived in the Middle East. And for reasons neither of them fully
understood, the two women connected and had quickly become
friends.

Jillian nibbled from a small plate of hors d’oeuvres
she was holding as she attempted to follow Tate’s line of sight,
and Tate knew the moment she saw the navy officer. Jillian made no
attempt to hide the fact she was staring and her smile widened.

“Mercy,” she whispered reverently.
“If you’re looking at tall, dark, and oh-my-God-she’s-gorgeous in
the dress whites, she makes me want to fall to my knees and beg.
And, no, I don’t know who she is, but I’m thinking now would be a
good time to change that.”

Tate shook her head. “Uh-uh. I’m thinking now would
not be a good time. At least not for you, my friend.” She smiled to
ease any potential sting in her words. “Besides, she’s much too
young for you,” she added, knowing Jillian had recently turned
forty-two while guessing the lieutenant in question was most
probably only in her midtwenties.

Jillian laughed. “I don’t think so. If you look at
the insignia on her uniform, there’s a half stripe between the two
full stripes. She’s a lieutenant commander, and that should put her
somewhere around thirty years of age. Not too young at all.”

“Okay, she just looks
young.”

And delicious. Desire, stronger this time, spiked
through her again as Tate continued to follow the lieutenant
commander with her eyes. She was faintly surprised by the
involuntary reaction, causing Jillian’s sarcastic retort to fade
into the din of the ballroom.

She shook her head. She hadn’t felt this kind of
immediate response to a woman since—she paused and grinned to
herself—well, since never.

Jesus, I need to get it together. Or I need to get
laid.

She tried to keep an eye on the striking brunette
but momentarily lost her as she was swallowed by the crowd. Maybe
that was a good thing, she told herself. Her job was to cover the
secretary of state. She was here to work, not to find a lover or
rediscover her previously dormant libido.

But then the naughty little voice inside her head
beckoned. Why couldn’t she do both? Especially if it was just for
one night. She could keep it simple. Easy. No regrets. No looking
back. And it was her birthday, after all. What could it hurt?

A sudden, wicked-sounding laugh broke her train of
thought. She turned back toward Jillian and found her gazing
intently across the room with an odd expression on her face.

“Something funny
happening?”

“Well, I could be wrong, honey,”
Jillian drawled softly, her look guileless as she indicated with a
nod of her head. “But if that delectable-looking officer is still
of interest, you may have some serious and unexpected
competition.”

Tate looked across the ballroom, and while
conversations in multiple languages swelled around her, she watched
in stunned silence. The sexy but nameless commander had just
approached the secretary of state, waited silently as she completed
the conversation she was having with the US ambassador, and then
extended her hand as if it was the most natural thing in the world
for her to do.

Clearly visible from across the room, Althea Kane’s
initial irritation lasted mere seconds. In the next instant, her
face paled, and she appeared to be almost in shock as she looked up
and finally brought the tall, young officer into focus. And before
security staff could respond to the apparent breach in protocol and
intervene, Kane accepted the proffered hand and allowed the
commander to escort her onto the dance floor.

Tate stared in unabashed fascination as the two
women assumed an open embrace and silently waited for the music.
Once it commenced, they began to move fluidly around the dance
floor, executing a series of long, elegant steps and complicated
footwork with apparent ease, as if they were born to it.

For the next several minutes, Tate was unable to
concentrate on anything other than the passionate dance playing out
for all to see. In fact, many of the couples on the dance floor
ceased their own movements and simply stood, blatantly staring.

When the music finally concluded, the two women
stood motionless in the midst of the crowd, oblivious to the
applause their performance had spontaneously generated. The young
naval officer released Secretary of State Kane and took a step
back. There was a brief exchange of words, followed by another
long, seemingly endless minute while the two women simply looked at
each other without saying anything.

And then the commander saluted smartly, turned, and
disappeared like a chimera into the crowd, leaving Althea Kane
staring into the empty space where she had been.

Jillian shook her head. “Jesus, that was not only
incredible, it was ballsy as hell. Who the hell is she?”

“I don’t know, but I intend to
find out.” Draining her glass, Tate handed it to a passing waiter
and replaced it with a fresh drink. “Don’t wait up for me,” she
added softly.

“One question before you go. What
makes you think she’s interested in women?”

“What makes you think she’s
not?”

“Go, Tate.” Jillian applauded
softly. “And happy birthday.”

Right, Tate thought.
Let me make a wish.

With a determined smile, she began to cut through
the crowd, moving unerringly toward the balcony where she had last
seen the navy commander before she disappeared.

 


*

 


Escaping the heat and noise of the crowded ballroom,
Evan released a sigh of pure pleasure the moment she stepped
outside. The night was quite warm, but she welcomed the relative
quiet of the balcony.

Voices and laughter were all but indiscernible. Only
the music filtered through, soft and seductive as it flowed gently
around her, while the air carried the scents of the lush plants,
twisting vines, and the many exotic blooms in the garden below.

It was a near-perfect night. The moon, almost full,
rode a sky crowded with stars, while the air was filled with
promise. After weeks at sea in a crowded floating city where the
air was filled with the scent and sound of the jets continuously
taking off and landing, this was bliss.

She breathed deeply, raised her eyes and stared out
into the vast and endless night sky,
feeling the beauty of the moment stir her. Far above, the
canopy of distant lights flirted seductively
with her. And as she counted the stars, she lost herself
among them.

Minutes drifted away. But at some point, something—a
scent or a sound—intruded, and she became acutely aware another
person now shared the darkness with her. A woman standing to her
left stared out into the night sky. A faint breeze drifted across
the balcony, and Evan caught the allure of her scent. Something
subtle, maddening. Or maybe it was only her imagination.

She chose, for the moment, to say nothing. Instead,
she waited while the other woman walked toward the edge of the
balcony and leaned over the railing. As she looked out, a soft sigh
escaped her. And, after another few seconds had passed, she turned
and smiled in Evan’s direction.

The sexy redhead in the little black dress. She’d
noticed her earlier. A classic beauty. Delicate
features, flawless skin, and dazzling green eyes.

Evan schooled her expression as heat swirled through
her, maintained a cool and calm exterior while her heart rate
increased, and deep inside, she recognized a surge of cautious
speculation.

“Do you mind the company or would
you prefer to be left alone?”

Initially, Evan didn’t say anything. But, finally,
she responded with a smile. “I daresay your company would always be
preferable to being alone with my thoughts.”

Her voice was low and smoke edged and soft as the
night. Liquid sex. Tate felt an odd combination of chill and heat
as the sound of the commander’s voice flowed over her like a silken
caress. It was a voice meant for endless nights, and she found
herself more aroused. Further proof, if she needed it, confirming
it had been much too long.

A shiver coursed down her spine, and though she
warned herself not to do it, Tate lowered her gaze until it fixed
on the commander’s sensuous mouth. Just long enough to wonder if it
would be as soft as it appeared. Or taste as sweet.

Her heart slammed and her throat tightened as she
forced herself to meet the commander’s eyes. “You’re being very
gracious, but I would have thought after being on board a
ship—with, what is it? four or five thousand sailors?—you might
prefer the solitude.”

“Good guess. Actually, the
Nimitz has a crew of roughly fifty-seven
hundred.”

“And what’s your role in that
horde, Commander?”

A smile came and went. “Air wing.”

“That means…?”

“I’m a pilot. I fly an F/A-18E
Super Hornet.”

Intrigued, Tate sipped her champagne and considered
the information before nodding quietly. A navy fighter pilot
certainly fit with the first impression she had of the young
commander. The keen intelligence in her eyes. The aura of
self-assurance she had projected while mingling in the ballroom.
The elegance with which she had moved as she approached Secretary
Kane and led her onto the dance floor. The fluid grace she had
demonstrated once she got there.

“What’s it like to
fly?”

There was no hesitation. “Awesome. When the seas are
rough, the deck is pitching, and you’re a thousand miles from the
nearest ground-based landing strip, it’s the scariest thing you’ll
ever do. You know if you run into a problem, the only option is
going to be ditching your aircraft into the ocean.” She paused then
smiled. “But on a night like tonight, when you get high into the
sky, it tastes like freedom and feels like you can all but touch
heaven.”

A poet. Tate could hear the passion in her voice,
and her smile, as it widened, was magnetic. Good God, what would
this woman be like on full power?

She hadn’t finished the thought when her eyes were
drawn to the commander’s hands—beautifully shaped, strong hands
with long, slender fingers—and Tate realized she was imagining how
it would feel to have those hands stroking her body.

Jesus. She usually had better control over her
thoughts than this. Tate cleared her throat, as if that could
somehow help clear her mind, as well. “Are you any good?”

“I am very, very good.”

Tate laughed and tried to ignore the double
entendre. “I was talking about being a pilot.”

“Of course. So was I.”

“Of course you were. And being a
pilot means you’ll have a call sign you go by,” she mused out loud.
“Dare I guess what it might be?”

“Don’t bother.” A grin preceded
the soft response, and the commander’s expression became filled
with wry amusement. “It’s Dancer.”

“Oh, that’s perfect.” Tate smiled
with sheer delight and then tilted her head, staring for a moment
as the commander’s mouth continued to tempt. “And that tango, by
the way, was absolutely…it was amazing. Where on earth did you
learn to dance like that?”

The commander didn’t answer her for the longest
time. Instead, she looked at Tate intently and seemed to be
weighing her words carefully. Finally, she appeared to come to a
decision and shrugged. “Would you believe me if I said my mother
taught me?” she asked, laughter shimmering just beneath her
voice.

“Sure. Why not?”

“Good, because it’s the
truth.”

Tate considered her response but didn’t press.
“Well, you certainly got my attention. But why are you out here?
Did you get tired of dancing?” she asked, assuming the commander
would have had plenty of partners in the crowded ballroom after the
performance she had given. “I thought fighter pilots were all about
work hard, play hard.”

“We can be, but I guess tonight
I’m just not in the mood.” She cocked her head slightly to one side
and their gazes held once again.

“Then what are you in the mood
for, Commander?”

They stared at each other speculatively for another
long, pensive moment. The commander’s eyes—not dark, as Tate had
previously thought, but rather a storm-cloud gray—were luminous
now, appearing almost silver, and even in the low light Tate could
see the interest sparked in her smile. Another thrill raced through
her body.

“If we’re speaking frankly, I’d
like to ask if there is anyone in your life right now,” the
commander said in that dangerously sexy voice, while moving
infinitesimally closer.

“Why would you want to know
that?”

“I’d like to know if there’s
anyone who would be upset about anything that might happen between
you and me. Like, perhaps, the very attractive blonde you were
standing with earlier.”

The words hung suspended in the air between them.
Tate felt her mouth grow dry once again as the realization hit.
While she had been observing the commander, the commander had
clearly been watching her in return.

Tate’s heart rate quickened until it was beating so
hard she was sure the commander could hear it. She was equally
certain somewhere in the back of her mind she could hear a bell
clearly pealing a warning as she hovered on the edge of
temptation.

It had been so very long since she had experienced
any kind of visceral response to another person—and never before
with a total stranger. She felt overwhelmed by a sudden desire to
kiss this unknown woman. Wasn’t that what this moment called for?
Wasn’t that why you followed her out to the
balcony?

“That’s quite a segue, Commander,”
she said finally, fighting the smile that tightened her lips. “To
answer your question, the attractive blonde’s name is Jillian and
she’s a very good friend. But just a friend. So, no, there’s no
one. Not at the moment. And there hasn’t been for a long
time.”

“Are they all fools?”

Everything went still inside her as Tate stared
blankly, blinking quickly, her chest rising and falling. She paused
long enough to brush the curtain of overgrown bangs out of her eyes
and set her drink aside. “That’s sweet. But it’s also not very
subtle. Are you always this direct?”

The commander’s face held amusement, and the corners
of her mouth twitched with a grin. “I’m sorry,” she said, although
she didn’t sound particularly sorry. “But then I wasn’t trying to
be sweet. Or subtle. I’ve discovered life’s much too short, and I
have other things on my mind.”

Tate stared at her through narrowed eyes. “Other
things?”

Her smile widened. The twin dimples flashed as she
stepped closer and, in a smooth and no doubt practiced move, she
slid a hand up to cup Tate’s neck and brought her face closer.
“That’s right. For example, I suddenly find myself preoccupied,
wondering what your mouth tastes like. Why do you suppose that
is?”

She leaned closer still, her lips mere inches from
Tate’s while her fingers brushed Tate’s cheek. Warm. A feather
touch that sent a shock wave through her.

She stopped with their faces barely three inches
apart and looked at Tate through nearly closed eyes. Hovering on
the edge of temptation, Tate met her gaze and was filled with a
slow, simmering awareness. Her heartbeat continued to pound, and
she felt nearly overwhelmed by the sense of inevitability that came
over her.

Driven partly by instinct and partly by burning
desire, Tate closed the remaining distance, bringing their lips
together and filling with a stunning sense of absolute
rightness.

One taste and she was hooked.

Tate had never been kissed like this. As if kissing
her was all that mattered. As if nothing else and no one else
existed.

The closer she got, the closer she wanted to be, and
finally, she gave herself up to it. They fit
against each other perfectly, and she was slowly seduced by
the commander’s mouth.

A sweet moan of approval encouraged Evan, and she
briefly deepened the kiss before drawing away. In that moment,
something inside her changed. Something that had been previously
dormant, as if waiting for this moment and this particular woman’s
touch in order to awaken. Heat bloomed on her skin and in her
blood.

She had to force herself to breathe. She was keenly
aware of her rapid heartbeat and her quickening breath. And because
her hands began to tremble, she moved back slightly, creating the
illusion of distance. She reached for her drink and finished
it.

Her lips still tingled where they had connected with
those of this unknown woman. But she had chosen to let the kiss
play out. Closing her eyes for just a moment, the sensation
continued to wash over her. The redhead’s taste, unexpected yet
familiar, rushed immediately to her head. She tasted like champagne
and temptation.

Intoxicated with the taste of her, the feel of her
body, Evan leaned closer once again. Nipped at a tempting bottom
lip, momentarily dragging it between her teeth. “I think we should
leave now and continue this at your place,” she whispered, keeping
her voice soft and intimate.

“My place?” Moonlight reflected in
clear green eyes as they opened with surprise. “Why my place as
opposed to—oh, I don’t know—a hotel room? I mean, we are currently
standing on a balcony in a five-star hotel.”

“We can do that if it’s what you
really want, but I get the distinct feeling you might feel more
comfortable if you’re on familiar ground.”

“Like at my place?”

“Mm-hm. If we’re at your place, it
puts you in control, and you can always kick me out if you decide
you’ve made a terrible mistake inviting me in.”

“And would I be…making a terrible
mistake?”

“No.”

She cupped the delicate face in her palm. Kept her
tone light. Casual. But when their eyes met, she found what she was
feeling wasn’t quite so casual.

“Please don’t break my heart by
saying no,” Evan whispered and loaded her request with an
irresistible challenge. “Please say yes.”

“This is crazy,” Tate
murmured.

Even as she said the words, something sizzled in the
air between them. Something told Tate that sex with this navy
commander would not be a civilized affair. Instead, it would be hot
and uninhibited. Mind-blowing and incredibly intense.

For the first time in forever, she knew what it
meant to want something. Something primal. Something forbidden and
dangerous. And she badly wanted to acquiesce. “Did I mention it’s
my birthday?”

“Oh, that’s perfect. Happy
birthday, beautiful lady. And all the more reason for you to go a
little crazy with me. Let me be your birthday present. Let me
fulfill all of your birthday wishes.”

Tate chewed on her bottom lip and bit back a groan.
“Shouldn’t I at least know your name?” she asked, skimming against
her, aching for even closer contact.

Everything changed in the span of a heartbeat.

Tate had always considered herself quite good at
judging people. But in that instant, she couldn’t read the
curiously shuttered expression that suddenly crossed the beautiful
face only inches from her own. Nor could she
read the dark, smoky eyes. Uncertain what had just happened,
she silently waited.

“It’s Evan.”

“Evan.” Tate tried it on, liked
how it fit. She drew her lips nearer. “Is that a first name or a
last name?”

The smoky eyes appeared almost black. Evan’s
nostrils flared and the pulse at the base of her throat appeared to
go into overdrive. “Kane,” she whispered. “My name is Evan
Kane.”

The effect on Tate was nearly instantaneous. She
froze with her lips less than an inch away from their intended
target.

Kane? Oh Jesus, please. Please say it isn’t so.

A frown creased her brows and she bit her bottom
lip. “I know this is going to sound ridiculous, and I’m probably
going to hate myself for asking, but I think I need to know. By any
chance, are you related to Althea Kane? As in Secretary of State
Althea Kane?”

Evan sighed. “She’s my mother.”

Before Tate’s eyes, Evan Kane’s seductive mood
visibly shattered and conflicting emotions flashed across her face,
hot and quick. Her expression darkened, and for an instant, there
was something in her eyes, but she looked down before Tate could
tell what was going on.

Even though she hadn’t actually moved, Tate could
feel the tremor beneath her skin and knew she
was losing her. Could almost see the barriers closing down around
her. She expects me to walk away,
she realized and wasn’t entirely surprised.

Knowing Althea Kane was her mother, it was probably
the right thing to do. It was certainly the smart thing to do.

As a reporter, Tate knew regardless of the inroads
Althea Kane had made, there would always be people unhappy with the
president’s choice for secretary of state. Just as she knew what
could happen if the wrong person saw her with Evan Kane and
correctly surmised what was happening. The potential fallout could
wreak havoc with all of her carefully made career plans.

With a sigh, she leaned back, willed herself to
relax, and acknowledged that from a pragmatic perspective, she
should stop things from progressing before it was too late.

She might have even followed through if she hadn’t
felt the flutter of Evan’s pulse. And if she hadn’t heard the
accelerated beating of her own heartbeat as she remembered the
taste of Evan’s mouth. Heat speared through her
like lightning, and in that singular moment, Tate understood
there was no turning back from the fierce need that grabbed her and
held her in its grip. She could only think of her need to
possess—and be possessed.

Evan’s relationship to Althea Kane didn’t matter,
Tate decided with her last rational thought, as she slowly let out
the breath she’d been holding and mentally switched off her
internal alarm.

Sometimes words were overrated. She stopped any
further protest or withdrawal by slipping her hands up behind
Evan’s neck and tugging her closer. Finally, without any hesitation
or thought, she guided Evan’s mouth to hers and kissed her.

Thoroughly.

Completely.

“I can live with that,” she said
against Evan’s lips, barely recognizing her own voice. “And the
answer is yes.”

Evan raised an eyebrow as she stared at Tate, her
expression inquisitive and confused. “Pardon?”

Tate exhaled a ragged breath. Feeling strangely
disconnected, she tried to remember who she was—a woman who didn’t,
as a rule, indulge in casual sexual encounters. At the same time,
she couldn’t help but wonder how long it had been since she’d heard
another woman’s sigh. Or felt another woman’s heat. Or tasted
another woman’s passion. And the truth was casual sexual attraction
was light-years removed from the feelings hammering away in her
chest.

Because, oh God, if sin could be tasted, it would
taste like Evan Kane.

“How about I don’t care if your
mother can arrange it so the only reporting opportunity I’ll ever
find is covering afternoon traffic in rural Nebraska. My name is
Tate McKenna and I want you, Evan Kane. As much as I think you want
me,” she said, before she crushed her mouth to Evan’s.


Chapter Two

When Tate awoke after a brief, dreamless sleep, the
bedroom was dark. The air was still, and only the faintest light
bled through the one small window, soft and indistinct. Vaguely
sore, tired from too little sleep, she rubbed a hand over her face
and blinked several times. But as her
eyes adjusted to the darkness, she caught
herself smiling.

To her right, she could
just make out the woman in bed beside her, and she stayed very still so as not to wake her. In
repose, Evan’s breathing was deep and even, and the thin light
enabled Tate to see the steady rise and fall of her small
breasts.

She’d said yes.

Tate sighed, basking in the afterglow as her body
remembered and ached.

At that moment, Evan shifted in sleep, and the top
sheet slipped off her hip. Gazing at her with appreciative eyes,
Tate was struck once again by her beauty.

She was perfect. The stunning face, damp and flushed
from the heat. The warm, smooth skin. The long, lean, subtly
muscled body. Just looking at her made Tate shiver, and her breath
caught as moments from the previous night flashed in her mind.

Last night had been so damned good.

Happy birthday to me.

No, last night had been beyond incredible.
Spontaneous combustion. The first time had been fast and hard and
had sent her directly over the edge, but the second time…

The fire between them had raged on, and the night
had dissolved into a mindless blur of pleasure. She could still
hear herself whimpering, grabbing Evan’s hair, arching into her
wickedly skillful mouth and begging her. Please, please,
please.

Evan had focused her seemingly boundless energy on
learning Tate’s body. Taking the time to explore
what made her tremble, what made her ache and hunger, what made her
come apart.

At times she had been edgy and intense. Other times,
she’d been surprisingly acquiescent. Not exactly submissive, just
seemingly content to let Tate lead, willing to follow her
instructions not to move while Tate took her time devouring
her.

And still other times, she had been gentle and sweet
and funny. Tate couldn’t remember ever having laughed so much while
making love.

She had been thrilled to discover how responsive
Evan was. How her body moved as pleasure filled her. How she had
moaned Tate’s name.

I want you, Tate. Again. I’m not nearly done with
you.

She smiled.

They had made love repeatedly and with wild abandon,
and Tate had felt something she hadn’t expected to feel in what was
supposed to be a one-night stand. It had felt right and had made
her think impossible thoughts…like extending whatever this was
beyond one night. But now, as night waned, she knew that would be
impossible.

She could think of all the reasons she shouldn’t see
Evan again. All the reasons why it wouldn’t work. They were two
very different people, focused on careers that came with long,
uncontrollable work hours. Extended absences. And then there were
the dangers inherent in their jobs.

Her smile faded.

She loved her job. Passionately. Had known since she
was ten that she’d wanted to be a journalist and counted Kate Webb,
Martha Gellhorn, and Marie Colvin among her inspirations. And she
had pursued the education and constructed a career plan that would
get her where she wanted to be.

Standing as a witness. Documenting the truth
demanded by history. Filing stories of courage, endurance, and the
impact of war on ordinary people.

Contrary to what some believed, she wasn’t naive.
She knew the dangers inherent in her job. But she’d never wavered,
despite the lure of safer, more secure jobs. And after focusing on
her career for the last ten years, she liked where she was and had
no regrets.

The only flaw in her plan, as she saw it, was she’d
never learned the art of balancing career and relationships and, in
fact, had failed every time she tried. Failed rather painfully the
last time out, and being no fan of pain, she was in no hurry to try
again.

She didn’t have a specific timeline in mind. One day
she hoped she’d find the right woman. A partner for life. But not
right now—or for the foreseeable future. For now she needed to stay
focused.

As much as she loved her work, other challenges
beckoned, and she knew she had one more year in her—two at
most—doing frontline reporting. Until then, the best she could hope
for were occasional nights like this.

Hot, unforgettable nights. No strings, no
commitments, and no emotional entanglements. Anything more than
that was simply out of the question. And getting involved with
someone like the daughter of the secretary of state certainly
wasn’t part of the plan.

There was only one problem. She never would have
thought a one-night stand could become so addictive so quickly. And
having been with Evan Kane on this one occasion, it was
inconceivable she wouldn’t be with her again.

It was certainly something to think about.

Turning onto her side, Tate spent the next few
minutes intoxicated by Evan’s fragrance, feeling her warmth burn
against her hotter than any sun. And when she could no longer fight
the silken allure, she leaned up on her elbow and traced the
perfect symmetry of Evan’s face.

Warm. Smooth. Flawless.

It was the face of an angel with a devilishly
sensuous mouth. Damp strands of short dark hair clung to the
moisture at her temples, and her long dark lashes stirred as they
cast shadows over her cheekbones.

Tate savored the moment as a fresh jolt of desire
sizzled through her. Jesus, but she’s so damned
beautiful. It was all she could think as she touched and
tasted again, enjoying the sleepy warmth of her.

She tasted like ambrosia and felt like heaven. She
stroked the silky texture of Evan’s bare arm. So soft on the
surface, but she could also feel her strength as muscles tensed and
shifted just beneath her skin.

Evan sighed contentedly and was already smiling
before she opened her eyes and saw Tate.

“Hey, beautiful lady,” she said.
“I thought I’d dreamed you.” She wrapped her arms around Tate’s
neck, pulling her closer. “But reality works out so much better,
don’t you think?”

 


*

 


The predawn light was as soft as the slight breeze
sifting through the window when Evan slipped quietly out of the
bathroom. Her body was still pleasantly tender from a night of
uninhibited passion, but she was freshly showered and fully
dressed, with her short hair finger combed and smelling faintly of
vanilla from Tate’s shampoo.

Last night had amazed her. Adrenaline fueled, like
standing in the path of an inbound jet. Tate’s taste lingered still
and, for a minute, the memories of the two of them intimately
tangled flashed through her mind.

But it had also been a long time since she’d spent
the entire night with a woman, and she wasn’t sure what to expect
of the morning after.

She paused, settling against the door frame when she
caught sight of Tate standing by the window looking lost in
thought. Her eyes were nearly closed, but Evan
could tell she wasn’t relaxed, noting the tension in the tightly
controlled set of her shoulders.

She watched Tate push her hair out of her eyes,
turning just enough to reveal her face in profile, and Evan found
herself captivated all over again. She knew
one thing for certain. With her hair sleep tousled, her eyes
shadowed, and her lips soft and slightly parted, Tate looked every
bit as beautiful in the dim light of morning as she had under the
glittering chandeliers in the hotel
ballroom.

“There’s something unbelievably
sexy about the line of a woman’s bare back,” she murmured in quiet
appreciation.

Tate turned abruptly, causing her
hair to swirl around her shoulders like a cloud of silk. Control
slipped for an instant and the startled expression on her
face swiftly changed, showing flashes of both delight and
uncertainty.

“I thought you’d gone.”

Evan ignored the sudden dryness in her
mouth and shook her head. “No, still here. I hope you don’t mind,
but I helped myself to your shower.” She gave a quick grin. “Just
in case I run into anyone, I thought it best if it didn’t look like
I’d spent the entire night—well, doing exactly what we were doing
last night.”

Unexpectedly, Tate blushed. She cast
her eyes around the room, and as if suddenly realizing she was
naked, she crossed the room and slipped back into bed.

Evan wasn’t certain how to interpret Tate’s actions
and gave her a long contemplative look. The heated blush covering a
great deal of fair skin was the curse of a redhead. Still, she
couldn’t recall the last time she had seen a woman blush.

“Hey, what’s going on?”

Tate merely shook her head as she slowly raised her
eyes. “I’m sorry, I’m being an idiot.”

Evan moved toward her, but when she laid a hand on
Tate’s shoulder, it was shrugged off, causing her to step back.
“Tell me what’s wrong.”

“It’s nothing. Trust me.” Tate
paused, seemed hesitant to continue. “It’s just—damn, I’m sorry. I thought I could do this, but it
seems I don’t know how.”

“How to do what?”

With a visible effort, she pulled herself together.
Calm again, detached, she looked at Evan. “It’s been a long time
since I’ve been with anyone, and it seems I no longer know how
things are supposed to end.”

“Does it have to—Oh, you thought
I’d left while you were still sleeping.”

Tate looked away but didn’t try to argue.
Encouraged, Evan leaned closer. “You were sleeping so soundly I
didn’t have the heart to wake you when I got up. But trust me. I
had every intention of waking you before I left. If for no other
reason than to tell you last night was amazing. And to tell you I
want to see you again.”

Tate blushed once again. Closing
her eyes, she held herself very still. There followed a long
silence, but when she opened her eyes, she managed a rueful
smile. “You don’t have to say any of that. I don’t need promises,”
she said softly. “I’m just glad you’re still here. It’d be nice if
you stayed a little longer, but I’m not looking for more than
that.”

Evan arched a brow. Tilting her head, she continued
to silently gaze at Tate with those fascinating, inscrutable eyes,
looking away only for an instant as she glanced at her watch, a
complex aviator’s timepiece that gleamed dully on her wrist. “Damn,
I’m sorry, but I—”

“It’s all right, Evan. I
understand.”

“No, I don’t think you do.” Evan
shook her head and her mouth curved with the faint trace of a
smile. “Let me try this again. Tate, if this was a different place
and time, I would get back in your bed and we would make love until
you forgot all about whatever’s causing those shadows in your
eyes.”

“That would work.”

“Good to know. Now tell me what’s
bothering you.”

Tate swallowed. “It’s just…this wasn’t supposed to
happen, and I can’t afford the complication right now.”

“But it has happened, and it
doesn’t have to be complicated. People become lovers every day.
We’re simply two adults who happen to want each other.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“But it can be, and another time,
I’d be happy to debate the issue. The only problem is it’s nearly
morning and staying any longer is a complication neither of us can
afford. Bahrain may be one of the more tolerant nations in the
Middle East, but traditional religious mores still view what we did
in this room as immoral. There are no concessions made, regardless
of my last name or how long a shadow my mother happens to cast. In
fact, who and what I am makes me a more likely target for
attention.”

Of course. And she’s not just the
secretary of state’s daughter, she’s a navy officer. A
pilot. Tate sat upright on the bed, the sheet gliding like
water over her naked skin and pooling at her waist. Even if a
person overlooked her sexual preferences, Evan Kane was a woman
navigating a dangerous, testosterone-fueled, male-dominated
world.

Message received. Loud and clear. Tate grimaced as
she thought about it.

“Please, don’t be angry with me,”
Evan said softly.

“I’m not angry. I just can’t
believe I’ve not given any thought to where we are or who you are
and how this might affect you. And I should have, given I’ve been
living and working in the Middle East for several
years.”

Tate hesitated before looking up at Evan once again.
“At the moment, I also happen to be covering your mother’s official
sweep through the region. I’m not certain, but…damn, I’m pretty
sure I told you that at some point last night. At least I hope I
did.”

“You did. Don’t worry. I’m well
aware you’re a reporter.”

“Good, but it does beg the
question, doesn’t it? If this”—Tate indicated the two of them with
one hand—“is putting you at risk, why did you suggest it last
night? Why did you spend the night with me?”

Evan looked at her with a startled expression. “I
would have thought it was obvious.”

Tate crossed her arms over her chest and waited, her
gaze fixed on Evan.

“Since you need to ask, you should
know it had a lot to do with seeing you from across the ballroom
last night and thinking you had the most incredible green eyes I’d
ever seen.”

Tate’s brows lifted.

“And maybe because who I was had
nothing to do with the fact you wanted me as much as I wanted you,”
Evan added. “Should I continue?”

Tate knew she was being drawn in. Fascinated. But
she sensed there was something else that remained unsaid. “No. But
maybe I need to be certain. Is this—what we did—going to create any
kind of personal problem for you?”

Evan shook her head. “No. The pilots in my squadron
only want to know I’ll be there for them when it’s all on the line.
As for anything else—it’s just never been an issue.”

“What about your
mother?”

“That’s even less of a
problem.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because we live by a simple rule
established some time ago. As long as I don’t embarrass her, what I
do and who I do it with isn’t even a blip on her radar.” Without
shifting her gaze from Tate, Evan’s face became so expressionless
she might have been thinking of anything…or nothing at all. “You
look surprised. It might help if you understand. Other than last
night, Althea and I haven’t spoken—I mean, we haven’t had a normal
exchange or conversation that didn’t end up with harsh words and
bruised feelings—in longer than I care to remember.”

Tate thought back to the image she had of Althea
Kane, looking pale and shocked as a tall navy commander offered her
hand and led her onto the dance floor. “No offense, but why the
hell not?”

“Because Althea and I
fundamentally disagree with some of the choices I’ve made in my
life.”

“What does that mean? What did you
do that could have been so bad?”

Evan simply looked at her and shrugged. “Althea
wasn’t exactly happy—no, that’s not right—I guess you could say she
disapproved of my decision to enlist in the navy.”

Tate tried to remember what she knew about Althea
Kane’s family but quickly realized there wasn’t a lot. Somehow
Althea and her equally high-profile husband had managed to keep
their private lives and, more specifically, the lives of their
children away from the media glare. Beyond knowing the power couple
had two children, possibly in their twenties, Tate really knew
nothing about them. She turned to Evan, looking for clarity.

“I’m not sure I’m following any of
this. To my knowledge, your mother has spent most of her career in
service to her country. There was even a rumor some time ago she
might throw her hat in the ring and go for the top job, but instead
she came out in support of Max Renfield.”

“All true.”

“Then what could possibly be wrong
with one of her children choosing to do the same by serving in the
military?”

“It’s a long story.” Evan laughed.
“Really, it’s the kind of story that’s best saved for a rainy
afternoon accompanied by a couple of bottles of wine. And we don’t
have that much time right now. Maybe we can try again another
time.”

There was a protracted pause as both women looked at
each other. Tate finally broke the seemingly endless silence,
exhaling with a nervous laugh. “Maybe,” she said faintly. “Long
stories are usually the best kind. And maybe I’ll even spring for
the wine.”

One eyebrow rising, Evan gave Tate a level stare.
“Sounds like a date.”

“Maybe.” Tate shifted
uncomfortably, aware that somewhere in the middle of this
conversation, things had changed and she might have just agreed to
see Evan again. She took a deep breath. Then another.

“Tate, tell me something. Other
than one night of really great sex, what do you think is happening
here?”

“I honestly don’t know.” Tate
cleared her throat, folded her arms across her chest, and decided
there was no turning back. “You need to understand the kind of
person I am. I’ve never been capable of no-strings sex. Nor have I
ever jumped into bed with a woman I just met, so you’re a first for
me.”

“I like the sound of
that.”

Tate released a small laugh. “Don’t let it go to
your head, Commander. And don’t get me wrong. Quite obviously I’m
not exactly an innocent. But for the longest time now, my career
has come first. And if by chance I meet someone, normally I like to
get to know a woman before making the physical leap. I’m really not
into the one-night stand thing.”

“It’s not.”

“It’s not what?”

“It’s not a one-night stand. I’d
like to think of this simply as the first night of
many.”

Tate swallowed and fought the surprise that swept
through her. “Oh, really,” she said dryly.

“Yes, really,” Evan replied.
“Look, I don’t want to push you or complicate your life. And I
certainly don’t want to take this anywhere you don’t want it to go.
But while I have no idea where things between us could go, I’d like
to find out.”

Tate remained silent for a moment. “I’m not sure
what you’re really saying.”

“For now, I’m just saying I don’t
want it to end when I leave this room. I can appreciate how
important your career is to you. At the moment, mine also happens
to take up a great deal of my time and energy. But I’d still like
to see you again.”

“Is that a fact?”

“I never say anything I don’t
mean.”

“Good to know.”

“It should help that I’m doing
back-to-back sea tours. It means I’ll be in the region for at least
the next year.”

“As it happens, my plans have me
staying with the Middle East bureau at least one more year. But
still—”

“Tate.” Evan stopped her gently.
“I appreciate that between your schedule and mine, the
circumstances are far from ideal. But I’m also pretty sure we can
work around it.”

She was doing it again, Tate realized. Tempting her
with something that simply couldn’t be. She tried again to set
things straight. “I don’t think you understand. My job…my last
relationship ended rather badly because of it.”

“If your last girlfriend couldn’t
cope with what you do, that was her problem. Her loss. Believe it
or not, I’ve met women who weren’t crazy about the idea of getting
involved with a navy pilot with an eight-year service
commitment.”

“Really?” Tate found herself
suppressing a laugh. “I find that hard to believe.”

“I know, sad but true.” Evan
smiled as she threaded her fingers through Tate’s hair and gently
cupped her neck. “So why don’t we just take things as they come and
not look for complications?”

Tate found herself distracted by the gentle touch of
Evan’s hand. “Complications?”

“That’s right. And if we’re going
to have any chance of seeing each other again, I’ve got to get out
of here now, before someone sees me. Because while you may not have
had any idea who I was when we first met last night, there are
others, like Ambassador Connors, as well as half a dozen members of
Althea’s staff, who have known me since I was a child.”

Tate found herself nodding. “Can I get you something
to eat before you go? I’m pretty certain I’ve got some kind of
cereal. Or I might be able to come up with some toast if you’re not
too picky about best-before dates.”

“Um—thanks, that’s okay. I’ll just
grab a coffee from somewhere on my way back to the Nimitz.”

“Coward. Didn’t your mother ever
tell you that breakfast’s the most important meal of the
day?”

“Are we talking about Althea?”
Evan arched an eyebrow, her expression bright and amused. “You’ve
met my mother, haven’t you?”

Tate laughed. “Good point. What was I thinking?”

Without breaking eye contact, Evan leaned closer and
kissed her, more gently than ever before. Her mouth was soft and
sweet and hungry, and Tate pressed her lips
together to hold on to the taste. Stared and tried to memorize the
gray of her eyes and how they reflected her laughter.

“Life’s all about timing,
beautiful lady,” Evan said, brushing the backs of her fingers
across Tate’s cheek.

“Keep your eyes open and make sure
you catch the third wire, Commander.”

Evan grinned. “Every chance I get. And you keep your
head down, McKenna. Especially around my mother.” With languid
grace she rose, sent one last smile over her shoulder, and then
walked out of the room. The door closed gently behind her.


Chapter Three

When Evan walked out of her flat, part of Tate
wanted to pull the covers over her head and sleep for the rest of
the day, while another part resisted the urge to jump up and watch
Evan leave her building. Worse, after only a few minutes, she found
she was already missing the sound of Evan’s voice. Not a happy
discovery and something she would have to consider and deal with
sooner rather than later.

But reality beckoned.

Shaking her head, she untangled the sheet wrapped
around her waist and got out of bed. After taking a couple of
extra-strength ibuprofen for the headache that was brewing behind
her eyes, she padded to the bathroom looking forward to a long,
cool shower. And by the time she had dressed and made her way to
the embassy, she felt almost human.

The buzz among the staff was palpable.

“What’s happened?” she asked
absently, continuing to replay her night with Evan while trying to
pour coffee into a mug without spilling any.

An embassy staffer looked up. “There was a bombing
at a club around three o’clock this morning. How the hell did you
miss it, McKenna?”

Instantly alert, Tate looked up. “A bomb? Jesus, how
bad?”

“Bad enough. Five dead. Fourteen
injured, including several crew members from the Ronald Reagan.”

“Shit.”

“All shore leave was canceled
effective immediately, and all navy personnel have been recalled to
their ships,” Jillian added softly as she entered the room. She
paused and the conversation resumed around her while she regarded
Tate, then gave a slight grin and wiggled her eyebrows
suggestively. “I’ll assume by the tired but smug oh-so-satisfied
look you’re wearing this morning, the commander more than lived up
to expectations before leaving you to return to her
ship.”

There was a momentary silence as Tate considered an
appropriate answer. “It was, um, I had—” She locked eyes with
Jillian, felt herself blush, and smiled sheepishly. “God, it was
amazing. I had a wonderful time.”

“I’m happy for you. I applaud your
taste in women. And a part of me is insanely jealous.”

“Only part of you?”

Jillian’s eyes changed, darkened. She wasn’t smiling
anymore as she closed the distance between them. “I’m not sure if
I’m stepping in where I don’t belong, and if you want me to stay
out of it, I will. But I had a chance to learn a few things about
your commander after you left last evening.”

Tate nodded, knowing precisely where the
conversation was leading. She lifted her chin slightly and gave a philosophical shrug. “I’m well aware of
who she is, Jillian. In fact, I knew who she was before I made up
my mind to leave with her, and it made no difference to me.”

“Really?”

“It was a personal
decision.”

“Did you give any thought to what
it might look like? A reporter taking the secretary of state
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