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Chapter One

There were at least forty different
kinds of cereal in the aisle. Aidan Sterling stood staring and
feeling stupid. He’d been in twelve different countries in the past
four years and eaten everything from croissants to MREs to rice for
breakfast. Now here he was, home in the US again and incapable of
picking out a box of cereal. He looked down into the basket in his
hand. It contained frozen lamb vindahloo, frozen falafel, a box of
sushi and a couple bottles of Grolsch . God, if that didn’t show
how crazy his tastes had become, nothing did. Cornflakes probably
qualified as boring, but at least they were predictable. He added
them to the basket along with some milk.

It only took a few minutes to check
out, and then he walked out to his car. Dropping the grocery bag on
the passenger seat, he slid in and started the car, or rather he
tried to. It made an ominous wheezing “runk ” and went silent.
What? Damn. He tried it one more time, and the engine made a feeble
noise. Crap, it sounded like the battery was dead. Aidan fumed
internally. The powers-that-be were supposed to maintain his car
while he was gone, as well as check on his apartment. They’d done a
shitty job as far as he was concerned if it only started once to
get him to the grocery store and then quit.

He climbed out and popped the hood, on
the off chance it was something like a loose connection. Jiggling
the wires and looking for any signs of tampering while he was at
it, yielded nothing. He tried the ignition once more. Click. Great,
just great, he was going to have to call someone to come jump him.
Aidan’s mouth twitched in a moment of wry humor. God…he hadn’t had
so much as a hook-up in the past year. Paranoia, dangerous
situations and stress didn’t exactly set the tone for sex, casual
or otherwise, and the long hospital stint hadn’t helped
either.

Aidan heard someone approaching, and he
forced himself not to reach for his gun as he looked over his
shoulder.

“Dead battery?” asked the man coming
toward him.

It took Aidan a second to make a threat
assessment: male, blond hair pulled back into a short ponytail,
heavily built, jeans and a gray hoodie. There was no obvious
tension in the man’s body, and they were standing in a supermarket
parking lot in plain view of several other people.

“Yeah, I think so,” answered
Aidan.

“I have jumper cables. My truck’s just
down at the end of the row.”

Aidan hesitated. Offers of assistance
could lead to serious trouble…but if he called AAA he’d be waiting
anywhere from thirty to ninety minutes for someone to show up. “If
it’s no trouble, that would be great.”

“Gimme about two minutes to pull my
truck around close enough.”

As Aidan watched the man
stride down the row of parked cars, he made himself take a deep
breath and let it out. You’re not on
assignment, you’re in the US and your life is not in immediate
danger. He’d strenuously objected to being
placed on extended medical leave after spending weeks in the
hospital. The agency shrink had made it mandatory. Images of the
nightmare-level events of his recent past fluttered at the edges of
his mind, and he immediately shut them down. Okay, maybe she had a
point.

A navy blue pickup pulled into the
parking space in front of him, and the blond-haired man climbed
out. “Did it turn over at all when you tried it?”

“A little, so it’s not stone
dead.”

“It should start up fairly easily
then,” answered the man as he pulled jumper cables from the toolbox
behind the cab.

When the blond man bent under the hood
of his truck, Aidan was presented with a very fine view of the
round, muscled ass of his Good Samaritan, and he allowed himself
just a moment to admire it. The front view had been pretty nice
too.

It only took a few minutes to hook
everything up, and Aidan’s engine turned over and caught the second
time he tried it.

As they both unclamped the jumper
cables, Aidan handed his end back to the other man. “Thanks. You
saved me having to wait an hour for a tow truck to come do this.”
He stuck out his left hand to shake, and there was the awkward half
second as the man changed hands.

They shook. “No problem. I know what a
monumental pain it is to have your car crap out on you.” The blond
sketched a wave good-bye and climbed back into his truck, driving
away.

Aidan got back into his car. He reached
for the gearshift and pointedly tried not to look at the spot on
his right hand where his pinky used to be.

* * *

“Come on, it’ll be a fun party. Tons of
food, you’ll even know some of the people,” said Rosalie Lewis. Her
phone call had come less than twenty-four hours after his return to
the US.

Aidan leaned back against his kitchen
counter, phone to his ear. “I just got back. I’m not really sure
I’m up for partying.”

“You just got back from more than a
month in a military hospital in Germany. I bet there’s a
psychologist somewhere with your file who’s pressing you to start
reintegrating into normal life.”

“You never pull any punches,” Aidan
said with a sigh. He’d known Rosalie since they were seven years
old, and more than thirty years of friendship lay between them. She
was the closest thing he had to family. Rosalie was listed as next
of kin on all the pertinent government forms should he turn up
dead.

“Damn straight. The party starts at
seven. You don’t have to stay all night, but I do expect to see
you.”

“I’ll come for a little while,” he
replied.

* * *

There were a couple of dozen people at
the party already when Aidan arrived.

“Hey! You made it!” said Rosalie. She
hugged him. She was a short, compact woman with dark
hair.

“I brought beer,” replied Aidan,
offering her a twelve pack of Sam Adams .

“Great. There’s a pair of coolers in
the kitchen. You can stash it there. Jason and Katie are here, and
some guys from Kevin’s latest job site.” Rosalie’s husband, Kevin,
was a general contractor.

Aidan nodded and threaded his way
through to the kitchen. The table was filled with snack food, and
he saw the coolers along the wall. He put the beer on ice, keeping
one for himself. Looking through the archway into the den, he
noticed a vaguely familiar figure bent over the back of the sofa
talking to a couple of women. He’d seen that rear end before. Aidan
racked his brain for where, suddenly feeling on edge because it
took him a number of seconds to realize it was the man from the
supermarket parking lot, the one who had helped him jump his dead
battery.

“Grab some food too,” said Rosalie,
walking toward Aidan.

“Who’s the blond guy over by the
sofa?”

“I don’t know, one of Kevin’s
subcontractor guys, I think. Why?”

“Did you have him follow me?” In
Aidan’s line of work, seeing the same person twice without specific
reason was a danger signal.

“What?” Rosalie gave him a concerned
look.

Embarrassment now layered on top of
anxiety. “Sorry, I think I’ve met him before.”

Rosalie placed a hand on Aidan’s
shoulder. “Then go talk to him, and Aidan, you’re safe. I promise
you’re safe in our house.”

Aidan leaned against the wall and
watched the blond man for several minutes. Gone were the work boots
and hoodie the man had been wearing a few days before in the
parking lot, replaced by sneakers and a long-sleeve navy blue
T-shirt. God, the guy was built, and tall with wide shoulders,
narrow hips and long, heavily muscled legs.

Eventually the man turned around and
saw Aidan. He gave Aidan a slightly puzzled expression, before
crossing the room.

“We’ve met before haven’t we?” the man
said. “Dead battery?”

“Yeah, that was me.”

“I’m Kris Jameson. I’m doing some
framing work for Kevin on a condo site off Franklin Parkway. Are
you a subcontractor too?”

“No. I’m Army. I just got back from
overseas.” Aidan could see that Kris was trying to figure out why
he was at the party. “I’ve known Kevin’s wife, Rosalie, most of my
life.”

“Oh. Cool. Do you have a
name?”

Aidan blinked. In his struggle to give
out only limited information, he’d forgotten the most obvious
piece. “Sorry, Aidan Sterling.” Even if the guy trawled the net
looking Aidan up, he’d only find the carefully maintained
information the agency allowed.

“So did you have to replace the
battery, or did it recharge okay?”

“I drove around the neighborhood a
little before I went home. It seems to be holding up just fine
now,” said Aidan.

“You live around here
close?”

“Enh, not too far. Tell me about the
condo project. Last I heard Kevin was just bidding on the
contract.” The rule of thumb was never give out too much
information, and approximate truths were easier to maintain than
pure fabrication. Aidan took a sip of his beer and
listened.

The conversation drifted to talk of
cars and sports, nice safe topics, and Aidan found Kris more than
just easy on the eyes. The guy was open and relaxed, and Aidan felt
himself genuinely liking him, even if the covert ops part of his
brain was whispering warnings of trusting anyone who hadn’t had a
very thorough background check done. Aidan ended up lingering a
little longer than he intended. A glance at his watch told him that
he’d been there an hour and a half.

“I gotta go. It was nice to meet you
again,” said Aidan. He was getting tired. Despite all the weeks in
the hospital, he still wasn’t really even close to being back up to
speed, and he didn’t trust his reactions or judgment very far when
the fatigue started creeping up on him.

“Maybe we can grab a drink sometime in
the next week or two,” said Kris. “I think I might even have a
business card on me.” He groped for his wallet, pulled out a card
and handed it to Aidan.

“Yeah, it might work.”

Aidan bid good-bye to Rosalie before he
left.

* * *

After Kris watched Aidan leave, he went
back to the kitchen for more food. He saw Kevin pulling another
tray of nachos out of the oven.

“Kev, can I ask you a
question?”

“Yup.”

“Do you know Aidan Sterling?” Kris
asked.

“Yes.”

“Iraq or Afghanistan?”

“Uh, it’s a little more complicated
than that,” Kevin replied.

“Oh. Care to elaborate?”

“It’s not really my place to say, but I
will tell you he got hurt really bad. Why?”

“I suggested we grab a beer sometime,
and he seemed…kind of skittish.” Kris couldn’t think of a better
word.

“That’d be one way to describe him.”
Kevin shoveled the nachos off the tray onto a large
plate.

Kris suspected he wasn’t going to get
much more out of Kevin, so he let it be. He left a little while
later, Aidan still on his mind. Was Aidan interested? He’d seen
Aidan watching him, Generally, guys didn’t devote that kind of
analytical intensity unless they were trying to gauge their chances
of getting lucky, but Aidan hadn’t given any other sign. Kris was
attracted to the long lean body and narrow, angular face
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