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      Helicopter Crew Chief Fiona MacDonald takes her Highland heritage to heart. And when she sees someone break a major pre-battle candy taboo, she lets him have it with saber-sharp disdain.

      Del Campbell spent months planning tonight’s mission—a hostage rescue from a remote Afghan camp. All goes according to plan, until Fiona catches his bad luck.

      Together they can fight the battle. But when the heat fires up between them, can they share the sweetness?
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      “Ye did na just do that.”

      “Do what?” Del Campbell looked around to try and figure out who was talking to him.

      The helicopter’s intercom was utterly confusing for conversation unless you knew each person’s voice. The fact that it was a woman would make that obvious in any other crew, but not this one. The flight crew aboard the MH-47G twin-rotor Chinook had three women and two men. There were another thirty 75th Rangers in the cargo bay. They were all guys except for the dog handler, but none of them except for the male unit commander were on the intercom anyway.

      Somehow, out of all of those people, he suspected that he was indeed the one who had done…whatever it was.

      Crew Chief Fi MacDonald came over to where he was plugged into the system. She was a fiery redhead with alabaster skin and green eyes. He had tried to be cool about it throughout the briefing, but with her sitting in the front row it had been hard to look anywhere else.

      She flipped off his intercom and then patched her own cable into the console. The roar of the helo’s twin turboshaft engines pumping out ten thousand horsepower made conversation near impossible without the headsets.

      “You’re a freaking idiot, Campbell. Don’t you have the common sense God gave a turtle?”

      “What are you on about, MacDonald?” Staff Sergeant Fiona MacDonald—hell of an impressive service file. One of the reasons he’d asked for this crew for the mission.

      “Tell me you didn’t eat the damn thing!”

      He looked down at the remains of his dinner. He’d just been sitting here minding his own business. The transit from the USS Abraham Lincoln aircraft carrier to Kandahar was going to take three hours and, because it had been his own mission’s briefing, he hadn’t had time to eat. A Number Five MRE—Chicken Chunks, Meal-Ready-to-Eat—wasn’t exactly his idea of fine dining, but it was what he’d grabbed out of the supply box and wolfed down. Only the scraps were left.

      Del considered painting the last of the fluorescent yellow cheddar cheese spread on the tip of her nose, but decided that probably wasn’t the best way to calm down the helo’s crew chief.

      “I was hungry. I had dinner. What’s the problem?”

      “Bloody hell, you are a Campbell, aren’t ye? Trying to kill us all just like at Glencoe?”

      “The Massacre at Glencoe was over three hundred years ago. I had no part of it.”

      “Aye, that’s a likely story. It was three centuries and a quarter just so you know that no one’s forgettin’. You ruddy Campbells slaughtered a whole passel of unarmed MacDonalds, didn’t ye?” Her green eyes had a snap and a heat to them that would have fully attested to her having red hair, even if a bit hadn’t been peeking out around the edge of her helmet as proof. He wanted to tuck it back in, feel the texture, test if the pale skin was as cool as it looked or fiery with the heat that seemed to radiate from her every pore.

      “I was born in Peekskill, New York.” And he also knew from her file that despite her wild brogue, she’d been born in Norfolk, Virginia.

      “To a bloody Campbell!”

      “Dad, yeah. Is there a point to this?” She seemed genuinely upset with him.

      She heaved a massive sigh. Even through the Dragonskin armored vest and the survival vest over that, it did things to his imagination. Fi MacDonald had the sort of body that did that to a man no matter how many layers covered it.

      He’d also had read that she was a lethal soldier with top marks for keeping her aircraft in the air where it belonged and her crew alive. The only surprise was she was so good that she stood out even in an outfit as elite as the 160th Night Stalkers helicopter regiment.

      “My point is, Campbell, you ate the damn candy, didn’t ya? Don’t be trying to deny it. I seen it plain as day and with me own eyes.”

      “Yes, I ate the damn candy. What of it?”

      “Shh! You want to upset the crew? Why do you think I took you out of the intercom circuit?”

      He decided against pointing out that his admission had been at a quarter the volume of her accusation.

      “So what’s the big deal?” He made a point of whispering it.

      “Eh?” Damn she was cute. Sparring with her was so much fun.

      He repeated it a little louder.

      “Well, you’ve gone and cursed us all, that’s what. There’s not a soldier in Special Operations who eats the candy in an MRE. That’s right bad luck, it is.”

      “If you aren’t supposed to eat it, then why is it in there?”

      She shrugged, again tickling his imagination. “Oy, what do I look like? Some kind of chef at Natick Research where they develop these things?”

      “No. A gorgeous lunatic maybe.”

      For some reason, that earned him a smile. As fast as mercury, she switched from irate to dazzling.

      “You got a license for that smile?” Because…Damn!
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      “You know, for a Campbell perhaps ye aren’t too awful.”

      A gorgeous lunatic. Most people called her Major PIA—pain in the ass. She let them get away with that as long as they saluted when they said it.

      License for her smile? From a freaking hot briefing officer from The Activity intelligence agency? She’d take it.

      Actually, no, she wouldn’t at that. He was just trying to butter her up for some reason.

      “You never eat the candy, especially not before a mission. Nobody does. Just look.” She nodded toward a garbage sack hung on the inside of the hull. It was filled with MRE bags from the Rangers chowing down. And all through the discards there were little flecks of color of unopened candy packets.

      “Yes, ma’am. Okay with you if I finish the cheddar cheese?”

      “I can let you do that,” she offered him a sniff of disdain.

      He scooped his finger into the plastic container getting the last bit, then reached out and painted a stripe of it down her nose.

      “Goddamn it, Campbell.” Her shout was loud enough that several of the Rangers sitting on the hard deck looked up at her. They started laughing when they saw what was going on.

      Not deigning to wipe it off just yet, she leaned in close.

      “Just don’t eat the goddamn candy, Campbell.” She knew she was repeating herself, but something about him had thrown her off her game. For one thing, from a single breath away, he smelled as good as he looked: all hot male and competent soldier in his full gear.

      “Anything you say, MacDonald.”

      Which gave her a few other ideas.

      She unplugged before she could voice them, turned, then wiped the cheddar off her nose and sucked her finger clean. She made the mistake of glancing back as she returned to her station and saw him watching her with a big smile.

      Damn, but he was pretty.

      That’s what had gotten her in trouble in the first place, watching him while he ate.

      It really was too bad he was a Campbell. The blood feud twixt Campbell and MacDonald went back over eight hundred years and she wasn’t going to be the one to break it, no matter how impressive the man was.

      At the briefing, he’d laid out the intel on the location of four hostages deep in the no-man’s land of Helmand Province. The Taliban were once again on the prowl and this time they’d taken down a Doctors Without Borders team, because who in their right mind wanted their citizens to be healthy after all.

      It rapidly became clear, at least to her, that the intel work had been mostly his own. Otherwise he never would have known it so thoroughly. Those four hostages had been worrying everyone for a while, and now he personally had given the best lead yet on where they were stashed.

      The rescue mission was going in with four other helos: two DAP Hawk gun platforms and two standard Black Hawks with Delta Force aboard.

      Del Campbell could have ridden with Delta, or even in a command seat on one of the DAPs. Instead, he’d geared up with the door-kicking Rangers. That took serious balls and she liked that in a man.

      The candy was bad luck, but taking the man out for a tussle was a nice prospect even if it was never going to happen. He had raven black hair and even darker eyes, which looked ever so fine on him. Smart, funny, and not willing to back down from one of her tirades. She’d even stretched it a bit just to see, but he’d stood firm.

      Then painting her nose with cheddar cheese… That was as fine a declaration of war as any. She couldn’t wait.
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      Del did his best to stay out of the way.

      The Chinook came in fast and low. It was the only real option.

      The terrorist camp had been set on a river-carved mesa. It wasn’t high, but the approaches on foot mostly sucked—too easily protected from above. And the area was small enough that parachuting an entire squad in was just asking to have them shot up, because they’d all be piling into just two small landing zones.

      The best answer was coming in fast and hot.

      So the flight practically scraped its belly up the rocky bight of the Musaqara River then jolted sharply upward to land on the mesa.

      The heat came up immediately. Not just the night heat of the Afghan desert that washed aboard the moment the rear ramp was lowered in preparation for landing, but also the heat of protective fire. There were a half dozen sharp thwaps as bullets hit the Chinook’s hull and made it ring while the Rangers were storming down the ramp.

      Then the DAP Hawks kicked in from high above. Hard buzz-saw bursts from their M134 Miniguns, chewing up the opposition. Suddenly the bad guys on the ground had something a lot more important to worry about than their Chinook.

      At least until the Rangers took up positions around the camp, joining the firefight from a new angle. Then they had multiple things to worry about.

      Del was combat qualified and he’d thought about stepping
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