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        He traveled to hell, danced with the devil and made it back to her, but his toughest challenge is still ahead . . . getting her to marry him.

      

      

      As a SEAL, Jon Rudnick dodged copper and lead without flinching, but just the thought of one tiny gold band around his ring finger has always sent him into a cold sweat. Love is one thing, but marriage is another. He’s not sure he’s ready for that just yet . . . until a near miss serves as a wake-up call he can’t ignore.

      Now he’s ready, but his girlfriend Ali has gone from rushing him toward the altar, to running in the opposite direction at full speed.  Hell if Jon can figure out why, but he knows one thing—all’s fair in love and war. He’s not going to rest until he makes Ali his again. This time for good.
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      Dusk had already fallen when Jon parked his truck in the lot.

      The early spring air was overly warm for this time of year, but having been to almost every hellhole on the planet, he’d take a balmy evening in Virginia any day.

      He pushed through the scarred wooden door, exchanging the evening shadows outside for the perpetually dim interior of the dive bar.

      It was a good time and a good place for the meet, though it had taken a bit of fancy talking on his part to get away from Ali just before dinner.

      Tomorrow while she was at work it would have been so much easier for him to get away, but as things came to a head, this meet with his contact couldn’t wait.

      When the man had sent the signal to set up the rendezvous, Jon had sucked it up and lied to his now live-in girlfriend. What the hell else could he do?

      He hadn’t known what he’d been about to get involved in when he and Ali had discussed her moving in with him a few months ago.

      Hindsight always was twenty-twenty.

      Tonight she’d come home after a full day at her job and had worked hard to cook him a beautiful homemade meal. One which he couldn’t stick around long enough to eat.

      He’d made a bullshit excuse about why he had to leave the house and he’d seen the resulting look in her eyes. Part anger. Part disappointment.

      The look wasn’t the worst of it. That had been delivered with a single blow. One word said in a tone so dismissive it was like a dull knife carving a hole in his gut.

      “Fine.”

      What was it about that word—fine—that got to him? That single measured syllable seemed so much worse than if she’d yelled or cursed at him.

      Hell, anything would have been better, because it was clear from the glare and her body language that things were not fine at all.

      He didn’t have time for this. Not now. Not given what he was involved in. His life was about to change radically and Ali couldn’t be a part of any of it. He needed to remember that, pocket his emotions and forge ahead.

      Spotting his contact in the back, half hidden in a dark corner lit only by a dusty neon beer sign. His face was in shadow beneath a baseball hat pulled low.

      Jon made his way over.

      The man watched him walk. No one else in the bar noticed Jon’s arrival or seemed to care. That’s why they’d set this place for the meet. It always had a mix of drunks who couldn’t give a shit what went on around them.

      It was definitely not a place Jon would usually visit for fun . . . or unarmed, which is why he’d strapped on his leg holster.

      That feeling of being naked without a weapon was his own issue to be worked on. A result of seeing and doing too much in his thirty-something years on Earth.

      “Rudnick.” Hasaan barely raised his eyes as he lifted his beer bottle and downed a swallow.

      “Hasaan.” Jon nodded as he scanned past the few patrons in the establishment. “There a waitress here?”

      Hasaan snorted out a laugh. “What do you think?”

      “Yeah. I figured. Another one?” he asked.

      “Hell, yeah. Thanks.” The man—probably about the same age as Jon—tipped his head as Jon turned toward the bar.

      No surprise his contact was downing the beer. No one would want to be in this place sober, that’s for sure.

      In fact, Jon might have to leave his shoes outside the door of the condo when he got home. The way each step stuck to the floor, God only knew what was on it.

      “Hey, how’s it going?” The bartender looked like he doubled as a bouncer judging by the thickness of his neck and forearms, and the scar slicing across his upper lip.

      “Good, thanks. Two longnecks, please.”

      “You got it.” The bartender opened the bottles and planted them on the dinged bar top.

      Jon threw a bill down and grabbed the two bottles. “Thanks. Keep the change.”

      The man nodded his gratitude and Jon headed back to the corner where they’d have privacy for their business. More than that, he’d avoid a conversation with the lone drunk seated on a barstool and talking back to the news anchor on the television hanging above the bar.

      In Jon’s experience, there were good dive bars and bad ones. Arnold’s Tiki Bar, hidden away down the end of a narrow alleyway in Waikiki, with its three-dollar Longboards and five-dollar Mai Tais, was a good dive bar.

      This shit hole—not so much. There was good reason he’d never been here and why he wouldn’t have to worry about seeing anyone he knew.

      That served him well for their purposes tonight.

      He set the bottles down with a plunk and pulled out a chair, eyeing it to make sure there was nothing disgusting on the seat that he could carry home on his pants.

      No one knew he was here tonight. No one knew what he was involved in. Not his business partner Zane, not his friends, and not his girlfriend Ali—and it needed to stay that way.

      “Any problems?” his contact asked.

      Keeping his eye trained on the door and the drunk at the bar, just in case, Jon said, “Nope. Did you expect any?”

      “From you? No. Not really.”

      Jon chose to take that as a compliment.

      After all of the years he’d spent training and working, Jon was well equipped for what he was currently involved in. But of course, one couldn’t get complacent when it came to dealing with Daesh, aka ISIS, aka ISIL.

      It didn’t matter what name the press used for the group, the facts remained the same. As an organization, they were deadly and they were savvy. But now they were also on the defensive as they tried to hold on to the regions they’d taken control of so easily just a couple of years ago.

      That could make them desperate and dangerous.

      Like a fighter against the ropes, ISIS would fight even harder rather than go down. And Jon was going to help them.

      “When was last contact?” Hasaan asked, keeping his voice low.

      “Two days ago.” The message had come through the mobile messaging app Jon had been using for the past months to connect with the ISIS recruiter.

      Did the creators of the app realize that the end-to-end encryption provided the perfect venue for untraceable communications? Did they care?

      “Is everything in place?” Hasaan asked, pulling him back to the conversation.

      “Yes.” Jon lied smoothly, as he always did.

      Contact had been made. Plans set in motion. Exact dates and times would come next. That was all true, but as far as everything else being ready?

      No. Not quite.

      Lying to his partner Zane and the guys who worked for their company had been one of the most difficult things he’d ever had to do.

      Hiding the truth from Ali had been even worse. He saw the anger in her every time he skirted a question or disappeared. The secrecy was driving a wedge between them, harming his relationship with her and with his teammates.

      The overall cost of what he was doing could be high. The damage possibly irreversible.

      The stress of it all was affecting him physically. Jon had to consciously unclench his jaw repeatedly throughout the day and when he woke in the middle of the night.

      He had to believe it was worth it and forge ahead, no matter what the risk.

      “You sure you’re ready for this?”

      The question had Jon pulling his attention from observing the room and looking directly at Hasaan. He found the man’s full gaze leveled on him.

      Drawing his brows down in a frown, Jon asked, “You doubting me?”

      “No. You doubting yourself?”

      “Of course not.”

      “What you’re getting into is dangerous shit.”

      “I’ve been in dangerous situations before.”

      Seemingly satisfied with that answer, Hasaan tipped his head in a nod of acceptance, while Jon tried to quiet the voice in his head.

      The danger he was about to walk into was different. This time there was no government backing him. No teammates to watch his six. No friend to break the news to Ali should anything happen—he squashed that thought before it fucked with his head any more than it already had.

      Downing the remainder of the beer, Jon planted the bottle on the table and shot Hasaan a glance.

      “Let’s wrap this up. I gotta get home.”

      Ali might be pissed at him, but a sudden need to get back to her rode him hard.

      Hasaan tipped his head again, pushing the chair back with a loud scrape. He led the way to the men’s room.

      Inside the filthy room, in front of the single urinal, he reached beneath his shirt and pulled out an envelope. Handing it to Jon, he said, “Passport and cash.”

      Jon shook his head. “I don’t need money⁠—”

      “It’s local currency. There are times that American dollars might call unwanted attention to you over there and it’s better if you don’t appear on any bank surveillance videos exchanging US money.”

      Jon should have thought of that himself. He had to get his head back in the game.

      He extended his hand to take the envelope. “Good thinking.”

      “It’s my job.” Hasaan hesitated before meeting Jon’s gaze. “If the shit hits the fan⁠—”

      “I’ll deal with it.”

      Hasaan’s deep scowl and exasperated huff silenced any further comments Jon might have made. “Stop playing the bad ass and let me finish.”

      Jon pressed his lips together and nodded.

      “There’s a name and number written in that envelope. Memorize it then destroy it.”

      Brows raised, Jon glanced from the envelope to Hasaan. He knew well the Amn al-Dawla, ISIS’s state security, monitored communications. A foreign recruit would be watched even more closely.

      Although if the shit did hit the fan and he became compromised, avoiding detection by counterintelligence would no longer matter.

      “Got it?” the man asked when Jon didn’t comment.

      “Got it.” Jon extended his hand and shook Hasaan’s. “Thanks.”

      Maybe he wasn’t completely on his own in this thing after all.
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      Too angry to eat the dinner she’d spent hours shopping for and preparing, Ali yanked hard on the kitchen drawer.

      Just like everything else in Jon’s life, even the drawers in his condo were neatly organized. Rolls of plastic wrap lined up in precision formation amid aluminum foil and boxes of plastic bags in every size.

      The sight only ramped up her anger.

      Everything in Jon’s existence was in perfect order except for his relationship with her.

      She was the messy junk drawer of his life.

      That realization had her pausing, hand on the plastic wrap. No wonder he avoided spending time at home with her. Running out at every opportunity. Each excuse plausible but seeming more flimsy than the last.

      It had been a mistake moving in together. Just because something made financial sense didn’t mean it was right.

      Things between them had started to go downhill shortly after she’d moved in so it was pretty obvious to her that this decision, though practical, had been very, very wrong.

      Hot angry tears pricked behind her eyes as she grabbed the wrap and yanked to tear off a piece.

      The clingy plastic got tangled on the sharp serrated edge. She pawed at it but only ended up cutting her finger instead of the clear wrap.

      “Shit.” Tossing the whole mess onto the counter, she shoved the stinging finger in her mouth and sucked at the thin stripe of red that appeared.

      One handed as she nursed her wound, she grabbed her food-laden plate from the counter, intent on shoving it onto the fridge shelf uncovered.

      Unwrapped food in the refrigerator—that would drive Jon crazy. Perfect. It would teach him for walking out⁠—

      again—this time after she’d gone to so much trouble to make a nice meal for him.

      The spiteful thought had her feeling quite satisfied as she spun toward the fridge . . . and jumped as a scream tore from her throat.

      That was followed directly by a huff of frustration. “Dammit, Jon. Will you please make some noise when you come in? You scared the hell out of me.”

      “Sorry.” He tracked her with his eyes from where he stood in the kitchen doorway as she moved to the refrigerator.

      Judging by the one brow he cocked up as he watched her, he definitely took notice of the unwrapped dish she shoved inside.

      She closed the door and leveled a gaze on him, silently daring him to say a word. That he didn’t comment surprised her.

      “What happened to your finger?” He lifted a chin toward the hand she held up in the air so she didn’t get blood on her clothes.

      “I cut it on the plastic wrap box.”

      He moved forward and took her hand in his, inspecting the wound. “You should clean it and put on a bandage.”

      “It’s not that deep.” She hated that she couldn’t control how her heartbeat sped when he touched her.

      “It could still get infected.” Standing close, he didn’t drop his hold on her hand.

      She raised her gaze and found he was focused solely on her.

      Those piercing blue eyes of his had gotten to her starting the first day she saw him on Rick and Darci’s front doorstep. When he looked at her like this, the depth of the feelings hidden within Jon’s eyes could still make her weak in the knees.

      “Okay.” She felt breathless as she only vaguely remembered what she was agreeing to.

      She reminded herself how often lately she’d seen those eyes go hard and cold as Jon slammed the wall down between them.

      Drawing in a shaky breath she pulled her hand from his grasp.

      He let her, but it was only to reach out and pull her body close. Holding her tight against him with the hands he clamped on her hips, Jon dropped his head and took possession of her mouth with a demanding kiss.

      She wanted to stay angry.

      Wanted to pull away and punish him, not give him what he sought, but it seemed so long since he’d touched her. And it felt so good to know he still desired her. She’d begun to doubt that as he became more distant and obsessed with work.

      At least she’d hoped it was work and not something or someone else. She’d begun to doubt that too.

      But right now there was no doubt what he wanted as he plunged his tongue against hers while backing her against the cabinets.

      His grip tightened around her middle as he lifted and set her up on the counter to the side of the sink.

      The space was clear since nothing was ever left out or out of place in this household.

      His neat streak would make having sex on the kitchen counter easy. Not that they’d ever done that . . .

      He shoved the hem of her skirt up to her thighs before reaching higher and yanking her underwear all the way down her legs.

      “Jon, what are you doing?” Her eyes flew wide. “Here?”

      Not answering, he stepped closer and leaned low between her thighs. When his tongue connected with her core she didn’t need him to answer.

      “We can go to the bedroom . . . ” Her suggestion trailed off as he pushed two fingers inside, attacking her on two fronts and making her forget that she had complained about their location.

      She sucked in a breath at the sensations shooting through her. He always had known exactly how to touch her.

      Sex—when he had the time and the inclination to have it—had always been good between them.

      More than good. Great. No matter how they’d drifted apart she couldn’t deny that.

      Certainly not now as the heat of his mouth and the motion of his touch pushed her closer to the edge.

      Seconds later she plunged into an orgasm that had her eyes slamming shut and her head thrown back. She gripped the edge of the countertop, feeling the need to hang on to something solid as her body spiraled out of control.

      Her muscles still pulsed when he pulled back. Deft hands left her to unbuckle his belt and then open his pants.

      Jon lifted her off her perch and lowered her onto his cock.

      She hated every hour he spent lifting weights in the makeshift gym he’d created in the back room of the GAPS office, but she had to admit the workouts had visible results. Through the sheer strength of his arms, he braced against the cabinets as he plunged inside her over and over.

      His breath came fast and loud from the exertion as he sped his motion. He came with a loud groan, his body shuddering to completion inside her.

      Seconds ticked by—him still inside her, her still held up by his strength—before he set her feet on the floor.

      Still breathing heavily, he quickly fixed his pants and then rested his forehead against hers. “I’m sorry I missed dinner.”

      Did he expect her to say that it was all right?

      That wasn’t going to happen. Not this time.

      She drew in a breath and kept her lips firmly shut, until she couldn’t keep quiet any longer. “This—what we just did—doesn’t mean anything. I’m still mad at you.”

      He bent to scoop up her underwear from the floor. Handing them to her he nodded. “I know you’re still mad, but this couldn’t wait.”

      Sex couldn’t wait?

      Why not? Where was he going? What was he doing and for how long? She almost asked, and then thought better of it.

      Why bother asking? Chances were he wouldn’t tell her anyway and it hurt worse when he dodged the question than if she just didn’t ask at all.

      “Come to bed?” His eyes narrowed with need as he brushed his thumb along her jawline.

      Whether this sudden attention was to make up for lost time or to store up for when he was away—yet again—on some undisclosed danger-filled job, she didn’t know. But apparently Jon wasn’t done yet.

      As much as she wanted to say no, his wanting her was too much for her to resist. It always had been that way between them.

      Ali swallowed away the dryness in her throat. “Okay.”

      They could fight about everything that was wrong between them tomorrow.

      Tonight she was smart enough to take advantage of having the version of Jon she’d fallen in love with back . . . before he disappeared again.
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      The sound of the cell vibrating on the nightstand knocked Jon out of sleep. He reached for it, gripping it tight in his fist to control the noise. Even on vibrate it seemed incredibly loud in the quiet of the bedroom lit by only the pale light of pre-dawn.

      He strode across the room and out the door, pulling it closed behind him before he answered. “Rudnick.”

      “You were still sleeping?” Zane sounded surprised.

      Jon drew in a deep breath and glanced at the closed bedroom door.

      Hopefully Ali had slept through the phone call.

      They’d declared a truce last night—twice—but he knew the fight would resume as soon as she woke and he’d at least like to have some coffee in his system before it did.

      “I was up late. What’s up?” It had to be something for Zane to be calling this early.

      Of course, perhaps he had a six a.m. tee time with the senator or something. Now that Zane was spending more of his time in the Capital than here, thanks to Senator Greenwood’s daughter Missy, anything was possible.

      “You see the news?”

      Jon ran his hand over his face and drew in a bracing breath. “No. What happened?”

      “A SEAL was killed in northern Iraq.”

      “Fuck. ISIS?” Jon guessed.

      “Yes. Reports are pretty sketchy this early. One said a couple of hundred fighters broke through the line at a checkpoint and hit a village. He was sent in as part of a quick reaction force.”

      “They release a name yet?” Jon asked.

      He’d been keeping his voice down to not wake Ali, but still he glanced again at the bedroom door as he moved toward the kitchen.

      “Not yet.” Zane’s tone was grave.

      No doubt they were both thinking the same thing. There was a good chance they’d know the man who’d been killed since he and Zane had only recently left the teams.

      Hell, half of their friends were still on active duty.

      Jon started an inventory in his brain to try and remember if his old team was currently stateside or away. He’d have to text Chris Cassidy and see if his brother Brody was home or not. That would give him the answer.

      God, he hoped the team wasn’t in Iraq. One of Brody’s teammates, Rocky, had just gotten married. His new wife Izzy would be going crazy if she saw this on the news while Rocky was away.

      Fuck. This shit needed to end. Not in a decade. Now.

      More determined than ever to go through with his plan, Jon reached for the bag of coffee.

      “I’m going to set up a meeting for as soon as I can.” Zane’s voice brought Jon back to the conversation.

      “A meeting regarding what?” Jon asked.

      “If that operator was really there as part of an advise and assist mission like they’re reporting, I’m thinking the powers that be might be open to a proposal from a private contractor to come in and work in that capacity. Less bad press for the government if one of us is killed helping the Peshmerga than one of their golden boys.”

      Jon let out a snort. “We were their golden boys once.”

      “Which is why GAPS is the perfect choice for them to hire.” There was a smile in Zane’s tone.

      Competitive to the bone. Zane always did have the end goal uppermost in his mind.

      In this case that goal was a contract that would send GAPS to Iraq to train the Kurdish and Iraqi troops in how to defeat ISIS, all while trying to maintain the tenuous alliance between the two.

      But Zane was right. GAPS would be perfect for the job. “All right. See what you can do.”

      “You’ll drive up to make the presentation with me?”

      Jon hesitated. “I’ll try.”

      There was a pause on Zane’s end as well. “What else do you have going on?”

      And here comes the lie. “Just a couple of things going on here I might have to be around for.”

      “Give it to one of the other guys. This is important.”

      “We’ll see. Set the meeting first then we’ll worry about timing.”

      As long as Jon was up in the air waiting for his contact to give him his traveling orders, lying had been even more difficult than it would normally be.

      He hated not having all the information. By the look of how things were going, he would have to get used to operating in the dark.

      He hated deceiving his best friends and the woman he loved. He’d always had to keep details confidential while he was in the teams, but this was different.

      This deception went far deeper. But again, lying to everyone he cared about was something he was going to have to get over.

      Zane let out an audible sigh. “All right. But if you can make it, that would be great.”

      “I hear you. I’ll do my best.”

      “Okay. Talk to you later.” The silence on the other end of the line as Zane disconnected told Jon he didn’t have to bother saying goodbye.

      He shoved his cell in his pocket and was happy to have two hands to use to get the coffee going.

      If Zane was annoyed now over Jon possibly missing a meeting, what was he going to do when Jon disappeared completely?

      Yeah, that would go over like a lead balloon.

      He’d need to repair a few damaged relationships after this was over. Ali. Zane. Probably Rick and Chris would be pissed too.

      God only knew who else would be angry when he left without explanation and then went completely dark. No communications with anyone for at least three months and that was if everything went as planned.

      Jon blew out a breath.

      It had to be done. This latest casualty proved that. No amount of advisors, no matter how highly trained, was going to eradicate a threat as deeply entrenched as ISIS was.

      The battle would go on for years resulting in thousands more casualties on both sides, both military and the civilians caught in the middle. ISIS fighters, and the Iraqi, Kurdish and Syrian troops—they were all canon fodder at this point.

      Defeating this enemy required precision.

      A surgical cutting out of the cancer that had taken hold and spread, and Jon intended to be the man wielding the scalpel.

      The coffee had just started to stream into the carafe when the bedroom door opened.

      “Morning. Coffee’s on.” He braced himself for the rampage.

      “Okay. Thanks.” Ali shuffled in her slippers and overly long pajama pants and leaned into him.

      Surprised, but happy, he wrapped his arms around her. “Tired?”

      “Yeah. Somebody kept me up late.”

      “Sorry.” He smiled, not feeling bad at all.

      “Who called so early?”

      “Zane.”

      She groaned against his chest at hearing his partner’s name.

      Jon laughed at her reaction. In spite of Zane’s infamous reputation with the ladies, Ali had never fallen under his spell. Lucky for Jon or he might not have ever had a shot with her.

      She pulled away and looked up. “Will you be around tonight?”

      He wished he could give her a yes or no but the truth was he didn’t know.

      If a message came, he could be gone on a moment’s notice. He screwed up his mouth and considered how to answer. “Ali, I don’t⁠—”

      She held up a hand to stop him. “Don’t worry. I’m not cooking a big dinner. I learned my lesson. I’m not doing that again.”

      He figured he deserved that so he stayed quiet and let her continue.

      “Darci invited everyone over. I’ll go if you’re around or not, I just wanted you to know.” She might have woken up sweet and snuggly this morning, but the chill from his missing dinner last night lingered just beneath the surface.

      “If I don’t have a meeting, I’ll be there. Promise.”

      “Okay.” Turning away from him, but not before he saw her scowl, she reached for the coffee pot. “Can you grab two mugs?”

      “Sure.”

      Things were sounding back to normal, but not really. He was smarter than to believe that.

      He had to remember his end goal, which brought up the next question. “Did Darci say who will be there? Is Brody home?”

      Ali shook her head. “No. She said as far as Chris knows the whole team is away. He didn’t know where or for how long—as usual.”

      Her statement was accompanied by the usual annoyance visible in her expression. Ali was the type of person who wasn’t happy unless she knew all the facts. The exact opposite of the kind of woman who should have ever considered dating a SEAL, or even a former SEAL who still worked confidential jobs.

      Yet here they were. Together.

      He took the mug she’d filled for him. “I need to send a quick email.”

      “Sure. Go ahead.” The weary tone in her voice belied the casual reply but he couldn’t let it get to him. Not now.

      Sitting at his desk, he signed into his email account and sent a group message to Brody, Thom, Rocky, Mack and Grant. Then he typed one single line.

      Check in!

      After hitting send, he closed the browser and leaned back in his chair. Now, all he could do was wait—and worry—until one of the active duty guys replied or the media released the name of the SEAL who’d been killed.

      No wonder Ali was so pissed off all the time. Being on this side of the action—the helpless, clueless, waiting side—sucked.

      But the feelings inside him only fueled his determination to help end this bullshit.

      He’d be in the action soon enough.
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      Ali had braced herself all day for the inevitable—Jon backing out of going out tonight—which is why when he strode into the bedroom just as she was finishing getting ready to leave for Darci’s, she had to do a double take.

      “You’re home.”

      He leaned against the dresser and nodded. “I am. You look nice.”

      Scowling, she glanced down at the outfit she’d put on. The waistband on the navy slacks was tight. So much so she’d had to put on a long loose blouse worn untucked to cover the straining buttons and zipper of the pants.

      “Thanks.” She was going to blame her recent weight gain on stress. That was her story and she was sticking to it.

      With a sigh, she reached for the necklace on the dresser. It was a tiny silver heart Jon had bought her for Valentines Day. She loved it. She loved him.

      What she didn’t love was that he’d been so busy with GAPS business that was all he’d done for Valentines Day—hand the gift to her with a store bought card and then leave.

      Maybe she was being a bitch but she’d have gladly traded this or any gift for time with him, for his undivided attention, just for a little while. But those things were in short supply in Jon’s life.

      She drew in and blew out a loud breath annoyed she couldn’t get the clasp open.

      “Let me.” He pushed off the dresser and stepped behind her. Taking the necklace from her hands, he fastened it easily around her neck before leaning low. He brushed his lips against the side of her throat and groaned. “When do we have to leave?”

      “Now.”

      “Hmm. Too bad.” He took a step back and she got a look at his needy expression.

      She turned to face him. “What’s gotten into you lately?”

      He frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re more . . . amorous than usual.”

      He drew his brows lower. “That’s not true.”

      “Okay. Fine.” It didn’t matter what he said, she knew what she knew.

      Since she’d moved in there had been whole weeks when Jon hadn’t laid his hands on her even once. Hadn’t paid attention to anything except for his phone and his computer.

      Jon shook his head, looking as if he was going to argue the point when Ali’s cell phone rang. Darci’s name and photo appeared on the display.

      Happy for a distraction from an argument she didn’t have the time or energy for, Ali reached for the cell and glanced up at Jon.

      “It’s Darci. She might need us to pick up something.” Ali hit the button to answer the call. “Hey, Darci.”

      “Oh my God. You won’t believe this.” Her friend was crying, or maybe laughing. Possibly both at the same time.

      It made it so Ali could barely understand her. “Darci, what’s happening? What’s wrong?”

      “Chris just proposed.”

      Ali’s mouth fell open. She was speechless for a beat before she lifted her eyes to meet Jon’s gaze. Brow raised, he was obviously waiting to hear the answer to her question. When she’d recovered her power of speech Ali repeated, “Chris just proposed?”

      Jon’s eyes widened. He must be as surprised as she was. Chris and Darci had started dating a long while after she and Jon had. Chris and Darci weren’t even officially living together yet.

      Darci continued, “You know how Chris just drove home to Alabama with Brody? It was the weekend all that stuff happened with Rocky and Izzy.”

      “Yes.”

      “He went to ask his grandmother for her wedding ring so he could propose to me.”

      Ali drew in a breath. “Wow. That’s great. I’m, uh, really happy for you.”

      It was horrible to feel envious of her best friend but Ali did. Jealousy. Envy. Anger, that it wasn’t her wearing Jon’s ring on her finger.

      “You have to get over here right away so we can celebrate.”

      So tonight’s get together had become an engagement party. “We were just about to leave.”

      “Good. Hurry up.”

      “Okay. See you soon.” She disconnected the call, realizing now they’d have to stop and pick up a bottle of champagne or something as an engagement gift, which would delay their arrival.

      That might be for the best. She needed to wrap her head around this news before facing Darci and that ring on her finger.

      Cell phone still in her hand, she raised her gaze to Jon. “Chris asked Darci to marry him.”

      “Yeah, so you said.” He narrowed his eyes. “You don’t look very happy about it. I thought you liked Chris.”

      “I do.”

      Jon shook his head. “Then what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I guess I didn’t realize they were at this point. They haven’t been together for very long.” She let out a bitter laugh. “Certainly not as long as we have.”

      He pressed his lips together in a thin hard line. “Ali⁠—”

      She held up her hand to stop him. “It was just an observation, Jon. I’m not asking you to make the ultimate sacrifice.”

      They’d already had this discussion, very recently too. Outside on Darci and Rick’s deck right after Jon’s SEAL friend Rocky had asked a woman he barely knew to marry him.

      Ali didn’t need to repeat that fight. All it would do is reinforce the reality that though Jon was fine with dating her, having sex with her, even living with her, he didn’t feel the need to make it official and marry her.

      He’d never used those exact words but that was the gist of their discussions.

      He could claim it was the distraction of his business, or his constant travel, or whatever that kept him from being able to seal the deal and make their relationship legal, but that didn’t change anything. The fact remained he didn’t need or want them to be married.

      No amount of excuses would ease the pain of that knowledge for Ali. It felt like a rejection, even when he held her as he said it.

      Jon let out a breath and stepped forward. “I love you.”

      “I know.” The tightness in her chest pressed on her heart and she couldn’t bring herself to say I love you back.

      “It’s not a good time right now,” he continued.

      Not a good time.

      She’d heard that excuse from him before when they talked about marriage. The worst part about his argument was that it was so damn vague she couldn’t even argue.

      She stifled a laugh. “I know that too.”

      He brushed a thumb over her cheek. “We’ll get there one day. I promise.”

      God how much she wanted to believe that promise. Believe in him. As Jon pulled her tight against his strong warm chest Ali fought back tears and wished she could believe him.
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      The car ride was silent.

      Usually Jon didn’t mind a peaceful silence but the emotions radiating off Ali seemed incredibly loud. He could only be thankful they weren’t driving too far.

      He was more than happy when they finally arrived at Darci’s place.

      Chris opened the door, a wide grin on his face. “Hey.”

      Champagne bottle in one hand, Jon extended the other. “So, I hear congratulations are in order.”

      “You hear right.” Chris shook Jon’s hand and then accepted a hug from Ali. “Hey, darlin’. Darci’s in the kitchen. You better go look at her ring. She’s been dying to show it off to somebody and you’re the first ones here.”

      Ali laughed. “Okay.”

      Jon couldn’t help but be a little pissed that Chris got a big genuine smile and even a laugh, when all Jon had gotten from Ali lately had been scowls.

      Once they were inside the house and the women were huddled over the ring Jon asked, “You hear from your brother?”

      “No.” Chris pressed his lips into a tight line and shook his head.

      He’d no doubt heard the news about the SEAL casualty too and was worried.

      Jon understood how worried Chris must be about his brother. Hell, Jon was concerned about Brody and the team as well. Still, Jon had to comment on Chris’s piss poor timing in the romance department.

      “I gotta say, bud, this was one hell of a shit time for you to get engaged. You had to propose to her tonight? Just weeks after Rocky got married?”

      One more of his friends getting hitched was the one thing Jon didn’t need right now.

      Not while he and Ali were already on the outs regarding that very topic. And not while he was preparing to leave the country for the most dangerous thing he’d ever willingly entered into.

      Chris lifted his brows. “For one thing, I had my reasons. For another, I’m not getting any younger. None of us are. If you ask me, I waited too long.”

      “So, what? Your biological clock is ticking?” Jon asked with a snort.

      “Isn’t yours?” Chris cocked his head.

      Jon blew out a loud breath. “No, not at all. The conversation about babies is not even on the table. Ali and I have got enough other things to fight about at the moment.”

      Chris’s gaze settled on something just behind Jon and he realized Ali and Darci were not all that far away and he hadn’t kept his voice down.

      If she had heard his comments, he’d definitely be hearing about it later.

      Jon ran a hand over his face, but refused to turn around. He didn’t need to see her face to feel the daggers she was shooting at his back.

      Time to change the subject. “Anyway, I emailed Brody and some of the guys on the team but I haven’t gotten a reply.”

      “I doubt you will. I haven’t heard from baby brother since he left. Wherever he is, communications are at a minimum.”

      “Are you worried?”

      “Yeah. Of course, but uncertainty is a constant state in the life we chose. You know that. Since I haven’t heard from Momma and Daddy, and they’d be the first ones notified, I have to think that no news is good news. The media will release the name soon enough, then we’ll know for sure. Until then, I’m keeping things business as usual.”

      How Chris could be so Zen, Jon didn’t know. Hearing of yet another casualty made him want to grab a weapon, board a transport and make someone pay for that life.

      In the teams he’d had to wait for orders to do anything. That had been one reason why he’d left the Navy and formed his own company. Yet now he was in the same sit around and wait mode as in the teams.

      Military or civilian, it seemed waiting was a way of life.

      Maybe Jon needed to take a page out of Chris’s book since he seemed to have this waiting game down to a science.

      “You want a drink?” Chris asked.

      Jon let out a loud breath. “God, yes.”

      Chris laughed at the enthusiastic response. “Then you’ve come to the right place. I highly recommend marrying into a family with Hollywood connections. My future brother-in-law’s girlfriend sent over a case of thirty year old scotch as an engagement gift.”

      Jon’s eyes widened. Rick’s actress girlfriend Sierra Cox had sent a case of scotch? He had a feeling their old teammate had a hand in that choice of gifts.

      “Well, damn. Does Rick have any other sisters besides Darci that I could date?” Jon laughed.

      Chris leveled a gaze on him. “I’d keep my voice down if I were you. I reckon you’re in enough trouble with Ali already.”

      “Yup. You’re probably right.” But the scotch would help.

      Chris shook his head. “You know. You and Ali, you’re just about the most perfect couple I’ve ever seen.”

      Jon drew back at that comment. “Are we?”

      It certainly didn’t feel like that.

      “Yeah. You are. Trouble is, you’re too dense to see it.”

      Jon let out a snort. “Thanks.”

      “That’s what friends are for.” Chris reached for a bottle. “Ice or straight up?”

      He shot Chris a glare. “Ice in thirty year old scotch? Please, don’t insult me. Straight up is perfect.”

      “Good choice.” Chris nodded and splashed a good amount into a glass but then stopped. “Ali driving home?”

      Jon glanced over and saw a champagne glass in her hand. “I wouldn’t count on it.”

      “Then that’s all you get. I guess you’d better drink up now so you can sober up later.” Chris handed him the glass.

      “I guess so.” Suddenly Jon missed the good old days. Back when he and all the guys could drink all they wanted and then crash on Rick’s sofa. No girlfriends. No worries. The memory brought up a good question. “Where is Rick anyway?”

      “On his way with Sierra. And Darci invited Isabel over since she’s on base all alone while Rocky’s away.”

      The women would outnumber the men at this party, which was the opposite of how it usually was. There had been times in the past when this room had been packed full with SEALs, shoulder to shoulder in a circle, glasses raised.

      With those who were still active away—and hopefully safe and sound—the male population had thinned considerably.

      That thought brought up the other person who was missing.

      “You contact Zane?” Jon asked.

      Chris shook his head. “Didn’t even think of it. You can call him if you want. Is he in D.C. hanging with his girl’s daddy the senator?”

      Jon bobbed his head. “Yeah, but he’s also there trying to wrangle a meeting and a contract for GAPS. He has his eye on Iraq.”

      Laughing, Chris nodded. “That sounds about right. Too bad the senator didn’t get the nomination to be the GOP presidential candidate. Imagine what miracles Zane could pull off with POTUS as his father-in-law.”

      Jon snorted. “No kidding.”

      God, he hoped this gamble he was taking paid off.

      It could just as easily ruin all of their reputations and destroy all they’d built with GAPS. It could also get him thrown in jail as a terror suspect, if not killed.

      No wonder he couldn’t sleep at night.

      Jon took another sip of the whisky and relished the warmth as it burned through his body.

      Maybe this was what he needed to put him to sleep at night. Sex hadn’t done it last night. Hopefully the scotch would help put him out tonight.
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      “I really am happy for you.”

      “I might believe that if you didn’t look quite so miserable.” Darci cocked up one blonde brow.

      “It’s not you and Chris. Really. It’s me. And Jon.”

      Darci laughed. “Seriously? You’re using the it’s not you, it’s me excuse?”

      Ali rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

      “I know.” Darci pursed her lips together. “At least Jon got out of the military. His quitting the teams should have helped things. No more secret missions and all that shit.”

      “You’d think that, but no. Now he’s just as secretive with his GAPS stuff as he was when he was in the teams. If not more so. At least when he was in the Navy he didn’t bring work home.”

      “Chris’s assignments for GAPS seem pretty straightforward. I mean one time he wouldn’t tell me exactly where he was going, only that it was overseas, but that’s normal. He couldn’t say. It was a government contract.”

      Compared to what Jon usually told Ali, which was next to nil, Chris had spilled quite a bit of detail.

      “Well, you’re lucky. Jon hides away in his office on the computer with the door shut. Of course, maybe he’s not working at all. Maybe he’s cheating on me.”

      “What?” Darci drew back, shaking her head. “No. I don’t believe it.”

      “So, it’s easier to believe he’d rather work and never spend time with me?”

      “First of all, Jon owns the company. Chris just takes a job here and there. Big difference in workload and responsibility. Second, SEALs live and breathe secrecy. You know that.”

      “But as you said, Jon left the Navy.”

      “Yes, but he didn’t leave the mindset. And he always did throw himself head on into his job. He’s a workaholic. He lives to work, while Chris worked to make a living. They’re different.” Darci shrugged.

      It sounded so logical when her friend laid it out in simple terms like that. It didn’t feel logical living it.

      “I guess I just thought after I moved in with him we’d get engaged. Hell, I thought before I moved in with him we would.”

      Darci drew in a breath. “I know and I’m sorry.”

      Ali felt bad for making Darci uncomfortable at a time she should be completely, over the moon happy. “You don’t have to be sorry. And please don’t feel bad that Chris proposed and Jon didn’t. I’m fine.”

      “I do feel bad. It’s the one thing that makes today not perfect for me.”

      “Now I’m really sorry.”

      “No. I didn’t say that to make you feel bad. I want you to know I understand. But please remember, Chris is way older than Jon.”

      “Not way older. Ten years, at most.”

      “Ten years is a lot. If we don’t have kids until Chris is let’s say forty-five, then he’ll be sixty-three by high school graduation.”

      Darci’s math equations weren’t going to work on Ali. She couldn’t envision Chris worrying about his age in relation to babies.

      Worrying about how old the kid would have to be for him to teach him to shoot a gun—yes, Ali could definitely picture Chris doing that, but not whining about how old he’d be at the kid’s high school graduation.

      This was all just Darci trying to smooth over the fact that Chris had proposed when Jon hadn’t.

      “You’re just trying to make me feel better, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe. Did it work?” Darci lifted a brow.

      “Maybe.” Ali couldn’t be mad at her friend just because she picked a man who wasn’t afraid to commit. Tired of letting Jon ruin her mood, Ali vowed to have fun tonight. “Enough talking about me. Let’s celebrate. I love both of you guys. Hell, after this glass of champagne I even love Rick, even though I know your brother annoys you sometimes.”

      Darci eyed the bubbles in her glass. “I love how Rick’s girlfriend sent over this case of very fine champagne for us along with the case of scotch for Chris.”

      Ali raised her glass. “That certainly doesn’t hurt.”

      “No, it sure didn’t.” Darci laughed. “Rick and Sierra should be here in a couple of hours. The jetsetters are flying in from Miami.”

      “Convenient for us that Sierra’s gifts arrived before she did.”

      “Of course, they did. Stars don’t carry their own stuff. One phone call from her and the owner of the local liquor store was in his car and on the way over. Apparently, it’s good to be famous.”

      “I guess so.” Even as she agreed with her friend, Ali knew she didn’t need an Academy Award like Rick’s girlfriend Sierra to be happy.

      All she wanted was Jon. All of him, not just the small pieces he was willing to give her. Ali took another sip and vowed to forget her own woes. Tonight she was here to celebrate with Darci and Chris.

      Good thing there was plenty of champagne.
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      As the evening progressed, the gathering grew.

      A couple of Darci and Ali’s coworkers from the bank showed up.

      Rick and Sierra breezed into the house with all of the fanfare one would expect from a star. Sierra with a burst of perfume and designer casual clothing. Rick with a complaint about the security lines at the Miami airport.

      Rocky’s wife Isabel even came, with her baby Lola.

      Ali enjoyed talking to Izzy and holding the baby.

      Even with all of the envy she felt, Ali couldn’t begrudge Izzy for wearing Rocky’s wedding ring. Not when the poor girl hadn’t heard from her SEAL husband since he’d left on his last assignment. Ali knew exactly how that felt.

      At least Jon was currently in the country and safe. That she could be grateful for. She concentrated on that and the other good things in her life. Good friends. Good food. Really good champagne.

      In fact, Ali’s plan to enjoy the party actually worked.

      Her good mood lasted through quite a few of the bottles of bubbly.

      Lasted all the way until the drive home when she turned to Jon. “Do you know anything about where Rocky is?”

      He glanced at her from behind the wheel, looking more interested in her question than he had about anything else she’d said recently. “No. Why do you ask?”

      “Izzy hasn’t heard from him since he left. I thought you might know something—anything—that could put her mind at ease.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t. Sorry.”

      She scoffed, not quite believing him.

      “What?” he asked.

      “I was just wondering if you’d tell me even if you did know something.”

      “Ali, you know how the military works.”

      “Yup.” She also knew he liked to keep pointing that out even though he was out of the military now.

      Jon continued, “In Izzy’s case, I have to think no news is good news.”

      “Because they’ll notify next of kin first for that SEAL they haven’t released the name of yet?”

      “You know about that?”

      “Yup. Izzy told us. She’s been glued to the news twenty-four/seven.”

      “She shouldn’t watch.”

      “I know. That’s what Darci and I both told her. It’s hard. Unlike me, she’s still new at this.” Ali was an old hat at being kept in the dark.

      She glanced to see if the shot had hit home. Jon drew in a breath but didn’t say anything. It wasn’t easy to get him riled up, which could be very annoying.

      Ali was in the mood for a fight. That wasn’t a bad thing. Sometimes it could be cathartic for a couple to have a knock down, drag out argument. Get everything out in the open and then make up.

      Unfortunately, Jon would avoid conflict like the plague. All that did was motivate Ali to push him more.

      Maybe they really weren’t compatible.

      The startling revelation hit her just as he reached out and squeezed her hand.

      “Chris hasn’t heard from Brody either. It’s my guess the team is fine. They just can’t get any communications out. I know from experience that sometimes getting the sat-comm set up is the hardest part of the mission.” He glanced at her. “Would it help if I texted Izzy and told her that?”

      “Yeah, I think it might.”

      Jon tipped his head. “I’ll do it as soon as we get home.”

      Home.

      His home was her home now too. That was true with or without a marriage license or a wedding band on her hand. Maybe that was all that mattered.

      It was times like this, when he was sweet and logical, that she felt guilty for thinking what they had wasn’t enough.

      Ali turned her head to study his profile as he focused on the dark road ahead. “I love you, you know. Even when I don’t say it.”

      She’d been stingy with the words today when he’d said it to her and she’d refused to say it back. Seeing Izzy so worried, unable to talk to Rocky even if she wanted to, reminded Ali that she needed to put petty feelings aside.

      A person never knew which words would be their last.

      “I know.” He gave her fingers a squeeze. “And I love you, even when I’m working.”

      She couldn’t help the slightly bitter laugh that escaped her. “That’s good because you’re always working.”

      He had to pull his hand away from hers to swing the car into their driveway. Cutting the engine, he turned in the seat to look at her. “I’m not working tonight.”

      There was heat in his gaze.

      This Jon made her knees weak. This man she’d take with or without a commitment or a ring. But over the past few months this version didn’t show up nearly as often as he used to. Pretty much since he’d taken to growing that long beard.

      As crazy as it sounded, it was almost as if the two things were tied together. Jon’s beard. Jon’s elusiveness.

      But her old Jon was here now beneath the facial hair.

      “I guess we should go inside and take advantage of that,” Ali said.

      His eyes narrowed. “Good idea.”
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      “News.”

      “Go ahead.” Jon scrubbed his hand over his face and tried to wake up enough to talk to Zane coherently.

      Judging by the oddly early hours of his partner’s last two calls, Zane’s friend was adhering to an early to bed, early to rise work ethic.

      That was pretty much the opposite of how the man used to operate in the old days. The days when he was single, living it up, and out every night with a different woman.

      Given the evidence, Jon had to credit Zane’s relationship with Missy for this change. Jon just wished Zane’s new diligent work ethic didn’t have to begin at dawn.

      “They released the name. He was a west coast guy.”

      That meant it wasn’t one of the guys from his former team. Jon let out a breath of relief and then felt immediately bad. Some family had gotten a knock on the door that had changed their lives forever.

      Still he couldn’t fight the feeling of gratitude that this time it wasn’t one of their friends.

      “There’s more,” Zane continued in a tone that led Jon to think what he had to say wouldn’t be good.

      “All right.”

      “The meeting is a no go.”

      Jon frowned. With all of his connections, Zane usually got any meeting he wanted. “Why?”

      “Because anyone looking to go in as advisors are pretty much persona non grata with the military right now. And we can thank whatever idiot planned a meet-up with the Kurds in a village five miles from ISIS-held territory.”

      Christ, Jon really needed to remember to grab some coffee before he picked up the phone with Zane. The man was too awake for Jon to deal with this early.

      Projecting himself into motion, Jon worked his way to the kitchen to remedy the coffee situation. “You’re going to have to explain that a little bit more to me.”

      “That SEAL had been sent in as part of a QRF to extract a group of combat advisors there to advise and assist. The advisors had gotten pinned down in the village by a hundred and fifty or so fighters and needed rescuing.”

      “Ah. Yeah. I can see how command won’t want to hear from any more advisors at the moment. They’re not going to send anyone over while this is breaking in the press, even if we would have been smart enough to choose a location a little less hot for the meet.”

      “It’s not just the shit choice of location. It seems like it was one fuck up after another. Those fighters knew exactly where to find that meeting and when, so obviously somebody didn’t keep quiet. On top of that, ISIS put together a sizeable fighting force and broke through the line with twenty-vehicles and a damn bulldozer so somebody was asleep on the job. Who doesn’t notice that kind of offense being assembled? Somebody fucked up.”

      “Agreed.” Jon sighed. “So this lead is a dead end, but that’s okay. We have more than enough work to keep GAPS busy.”

      Too much, actually, since Jon was very possibly not going to be around.

      “Fuck that. I’m not giving up. I still think there’s an opportunity here. If I can just get a meeting, we can present to them everything that their current contractor did wrong and how we would have handled it differently.”

      It was very easy to play Monday morning quarterback and review everything that went wrong after the fact. That was very different than being able to avoid the tragedy to begin with. He wasn’t about to say that though.

      Jon was already spread too thin. He needed to choose his battles. With Zane. With Ali. And if Zane was off chasing meetings and out of Jon’s hair, even better.

      With that in mind, Jon said, “Okay. Keep trying.”

      “Will do. I’ll keep you informed.”

      “Great. Thanks.” Jon was about to say goodbye and hang up when he remembered the latest news. “Oh and by the way, Chris asked Darci to marry him.”

      “Jesus. Is he trying to kill us all?”

      Jon knew why he couldn’t even think about proposing to Ali right now, but he was interested in Zane’s reasons for being so adamant about not marrying Missy. “So, no ring for you and Missy? I figured you two would have been next. Why haven’t you proposed yet?”

      Zane snorted. “Because my father wants me to.”

      Jon laughed. Zane always had done the opposite of what his father wanted. It was what made him join the SEALs. “Understood. How does she feel about it though?”

      “She’s cool with it. Her name being my new tattoo helped.”

      “Your new tattoo?” Jon had to think that a tattoo was more of a commitment than a wedding ring, so it probably did make Missy happy. He couldn’t copy Zane now. Too bad he hadn’t thought of it first. “Where’d you get that?”

      “Nowhere you’ll ever see.”

      “Okay . . . ” Jon let that disturbing information pass and said, “Talk to you later.”

      “Later.” As Zane disconnected, Jon heard the alert for his messaging app.

      All thoughts of marriage and tattoos fled. His contact—the ISIS recruiter—was reaching out.

      With a shaky hand that belied his usual cool demeanor, Jon hit the buttons to read the message.

      Prepare. Travel instructions to follow.

      Things were starting to move and Jon had to be one hundred percent ready.

      He glanced at the closed bedroom door. Inside that room slept the woman he was going to have to leave without explanation.

      Clenching his jaw he strode, determined, toward the bedroom.

      His travel instructions most likely wouldn’t come in the next half hour or so and too bad if they did. He wasn’t going without loving Ali one more time before he left.

      If things went south, it could possibly be the final time they’d be together ever.

      He turned the knob and pushed the door open, closing it quietly before walking as silently as he could across the carpeted room.

      Being stealthy was kind of pointless since he had every intention of waking her, but he’d rather do it with his kiss than the slam of a door. Hopefully, she’d be more receptive to the disruption to her sleep that way.

      He slid beneath the sheets and across the wide bed until he was pressed against her warm body. He ran his hands over her curves and couldn’t silence the groan that escaped from his throat.

      Brushing his lips over her mouth in the dim light of dawn, he pushed the hem of her nightshirt up and over her hips.

      She drew in a breath as she woke. “What are you doing?”

      “Making love to you.” Rolling on top of her, he pressed one of his knees between her legs and further proved his intention.

      Wrapping her arms around his neck, she whispered, “Okay.”

      God, he was going to miss her.
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      Ali woke to brilliant sunlight streaming through the window and an empty side of the bed where Jon should have been.

      No surprise there. He was usually up before she was. Even when she had to work, it didn’t require she get up as early as Jon usually woke.

      The good news was he was so quiet when he got up she rarely heard him. He was like a ninja.

      A ninja who’d made coffee.

      She breathed in the aroma of the freshly brewed beverage that permeated the closed bedroom door.

      The combination of the tantalizing smell and the fact Jon had been sweet enough to make coffee motivated her to get out of bed even though it was her day off and she technically didn’t have to get up.

      She shuffled toward the kitchen, where she found Jon and said, “Good morning.”

      “Good morning.” He came forward and pulled her to him, pressing a quick kiss to her lips. “I’m glad you’re up.”

      “Mm, and I’m glad you made coffee.” She moved toward the cabinet.

      “I got it.” Reaching over her head, Jon took down a mug from the high shelf and handed it to her, saving her from having to balance on tiptoe and grab a handle with her fingertips.

      “Thanks.”

      That was just one of the problems of being a petite woman in the home set up by a tall man.

      When—if—he ever made a commitment to her, the location of the coffee mugs would be the first thing she’d change.

      She was just filling the mug when she noticed Jon hovering. She turned to him and waited.

      It didn’t take long before he said, “So I’ve got this job for GAPS that’s been kind of on hold but I think things are about to start moving on it.”

      It was more than what he usually told her about an upcoming job.

      Sure, in the old days when the company was first beginning and their biggest job was working security for some rich people Jon wasn’t quite so secretive. But now GAPS’s jobs entailed government contracts so she rarely was allowed to know anything.

      Sometimes she’d pick up tidbits after an assignment was over, but rarely before.

      “Oh? Okay.”

      When he pressed his lips together, she waited for the other shoe to drop.

      “Once it starts I won’t be able to make contact. I don’t know for how long, but it could be awhile.”

      Frowning, she turned to face him fully, mug in hand. “Jon, this isn’t new.”

      “I know. I just wanted you to be aware. And not to worry.”

      She let out a snort. Not worry. Sure.

      He tipped his head to the side, a small smile bowing his lips. “Okay, try not to worry too much.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Good.” He pulled her into a tight hug. She had to grip her mug tighter and only
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open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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