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        Matthew “Wolf” Steel hated flying commercial. Luckily his job as a Navy SEAL meant he didn’t have to do it very often. He’d been unlucky enough to be assigned a middle seat on the cramped jet, but fortunately for him, the woman next to him was willing to switch seats with him. Hoping for a relaxing flight, Wolf was pleasantly surprised at the good conversation and sense of humor the woman had as they flew 36,000 feet over the countryside.

      

        

      
        When Caroline boarded the plane to Virginia to move across the country for her new job she never expected to be seated next to the hottest guy she’d ever seen. She also never expected he’d be so easy to talk to. She knew he’d never be interested in talking to her if he hadn’t been trapped in the seat next to her, but it was a nice way to spend a long plane ride.

      

        

      
        Neither Wolf nor Caroline were prepared for a terrorist hijacking of their plane, but if Caroline thought that would be the last time she’d see, or need, Wolf, she’d be sorely mistaken.

      

      

      

      **Protecting Caroline is the 1st book in the SEAL of Protection Series. It can be read as a stand-alone, but it’s recommended you read the books in order to get maximum enjoyment out of the series.

      

      
        
        To receive special offers, bonus content, and news about my latest books, sign up for my newsletter:

      

      

      http://www.stokeraces.com/contact-1.html
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      Matthew “Wolf” Steel couldn’t be more proud of his five teammates, and friends. SEAL teams were notoriously tight, and his team was no different. The SEALs were exhausted.  They’d just spent the last two weeks at an “undisclosed location” trying to ferret out the head bad guy in a nest of hundreds of other bad guys. It’d been a hell of a mission, but one they’d ultimately succeeded in accomplishing.

      Looking around the plane, Wolf observed the sleeping men. He really should be crashed as they were, but he still had way too much adrenaline coursing through his body to relax just yet. He knew he’d be out for the count later, but for now, he was wide awake.

      Christopher “Abe” Powers was the first to catch Wolf’s eye. Abe was probably his closest friend of the group. Wolf thought he was the only one of the group who knew even a little bit of Abe’s background, but it was uncanny how well the nickname fit Abe. The man was as honest as the day was long and Abe demanded that same honesty in those he called his friends.

      Wolf watched as Abe shifted in his seat and then settled once again. Wolf then looked over to Hunter “Cookie” Knox. Cookie had been the most recent addition to their team, but no one looked down on him as a result. Unlike many businesses, it didn’t matter if a SEAL was fresh out of Seal Qualification Training or had been on a team for years, a SEAL is a SEAL.

      The group was still getting to know Cookie, but he’d proven to be a great addition to their close-knit team. Cookie was the best swimmer out of all of them; he was funny, compassionate, and never hesitated to do whatever it took to get the job done.

      Faulkner “Dude” Cooper’s mutterings drew Wolf’s attention. Dude hadn’t taken any of his gear off and was sitting scrunched into the little seat on the military plane. Wolf remembered when Dude was almost blown up trying to secure a building. As their resident explosives expert, Dude found a booby trapped M14 mine duct taped to a door jamb during one of their missions. The mine was nicknamed “toe popper” because it was designed to maim and slow down people entering a room, rather than kill them.

      Dude had immediately recognized the type of mine and had moved to re-insert the safety clip to disarm it, but something had gone wrong and the bomb went off. The mine did what it was intended to do; resulting in Dude losing parts of three of his fingers on his left hand. He had extensive scarring as well as missing parts of his hand as a consequence of being too close to the mine when it exploded.

      Wolf knew Dude was more sensitive about his injury than he’d ever let on to any of his teammates. Wolf had seen Dude’s face go blank and cold when a woman rejected him after seeing his mangled hand. Although he missed his friend’s happy-go-lucky attitude at times, Wolf was thankful Dude was still with them. With the best instincts when it came to explosives, Wolf knew the team was better off because Dude was on it.

      Thinking about Dude’s issues with women caused Wolf to reflect upon Sam “Mozart” Reed. That was one man who certainly didn’t have any problems with women. Mozart was popular with the ladies and never hesitated to turn any encounter into one which involved flirting and the possibility of a one-night-stand. As far as Wolf knew, however, Mozart had never been tempted into anything more.

      Wolf figured Mozart’s aversion to settling down with one woman had something to do with Mozart’s little sister being murdered when he was a child, but Wolf never pried. A man was allowed to have his secrets.

      Wolf chuckled to himself thinking about the last man on their team, Kason “Benny” Sawyer. Nicknames were a part of life on SEAL teams. Everyone got one and it wasn’t necessarily something that was macho or even wanted by the recipient. Benny was a case in point. He’d been trying for years to get the guys to change his name, but they’d just laughed and ignored him. An inside joke with the team, they’d ask Benny if he liked some new name only to just laugh and say “too bad” when Benny agreed that he loved the new one. Benny had earned his nickname fair and square, and nothing he could say would change it.

      Feeling tired for the first time since he’d climbed onto the plane, Wolf finally closed his eyes. He felt lucky he not only had one of the most interesting and exciting jobs in the world, but that he was able to work with such a great group of men. Each man had his strengths and weaknesses and there were no secrets within the group. Abe, Cookie, Mozart, Benny, and Dude were teammates, but they were also his closest friends.

      Wolf sighed, settled himself into his seat and tried to get comfortable. The team would most likely have a few weeks stateside before being sent on another mission, but time off was never guaranteed. Wolf knew the night after they returned, the team would head to their favorite bar for a “post-mission” ritual of blowing off steam and shooting the shit.

      Leaving the mission behind was sometimes difficult, but somehow their tradition of throwing back a few beers would break the team out of the military frame of mind and bring them back to what was important…friendship and women.

      Wolf figured each team member knew they most likely wouldn’t meet the woman of their dreams in a bar—especially not in a bar near the base where too many women were more than willing to sleep with a SEAL just to say she’d done it. But, it didn’t stop the boys from enjoying what was frequently offered.

      Wolf ignored the niggling little voice in his head that said he wouldn’t mind settling down and finding someone to love. It wasn’t as if he could plan it, he’d just have to go with the flow. Hopefully it happened sooner rather than later, but he wasn’t going to act desperate about it.

      Sleep finally came over Wolf, as it had the rest of his team, and they all slept the sleep of the exhausted as they flew toward California, and home.
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      Like a fantasy brought to life, each woman in the bar was acutely aware of the table full of gorgeous men sitting in the corner. Obviously in the military, they were muscular and had a wariness about them that came from too many missions overseas. Every one of the women would have given anything to be able to go home with one of them—they were that good looking.

      The group of six teammates and friends were enjoying a final beer together before some of them headed off on leave. Known for its excellent beer choices and as a good place to pick up women, the bar was where they spent quite a bit of time, especially after a mission. All six men had gone home with a woman they’d met there at one time or another. So far none of them had found “the one.” It wasn’t as if they didn’t want to find someone to love, it just hadn’t happened for any of them yet, and in the meantime they all enjoyed playing the field.

      All of the men had played the pick-up game at one time or another, but Wolf was the least likely to hook up with a random chick who just wanted to bag a SEAL. He’d learned at a young age, by looking at the example his folks set, that true love was out there and could be found. Wolf wasn’t a saint, but he also never flaunted his sexuality.

      “You ready for your vacation?” Dude asked Wolf.

      “Oh, hell yeah! I can’t remember the last time I took some time off…hell, when any of us took time off.”

      “Where are you guys going again?” Dude questioned.

      “Mozart, Abe, and I are headed out to Virginia to visit Tex. We’ve been using him on more and more missions lately because he’s got some amazing contacts the Navy couldn’t hope to replicate.”

      Taking a breath, Wolf continued, “After Tex lost his leg on that mission, he retired and it’s been way too long since we’ve seen him. Since we’re slated to leave out of Norfolk in a couple of weeks for our next mission, we thought we’d take some R&R and head out there beforehand.”

      Everyone around the table nodded at Wolf’s explanation of where he, Abe and Mozart were going in Virginia. Benny, Dude, and Cookie also knew Tex well and were glad Wolf and the others would get to spend some time with him.

      “That sucks he left the Navy,” Benny said, “but I get it. If I couldn’t stay with you guys and a team, I wouldn’t want to stay in only to have to work a desk.”

      “Yeah, but can you imagine how much harder some of the shit we do would be if it wasn’t for him?” Mozart responded. “Seriously, I have no idea how Tex gets the information he does, but I don’t think we’d be as quick to get through some of our missions without him.”

      “Yeah, he seriously is scary with that computer shit,” Cookie enthused. “Tex can find anyone, no matter where they are.”

      Mozart nodded. “I certainly hope that’s true. He’s working on something personal for me and I really need him to come through.”

      Wolf thumped Mozart on his back. “I’m sure he will. Given enough time Tex always comes through. Hey, you ready for Norfolk?”

      Mozart’s mood lifted immediately at Wolf’s question. “Can’t wait! Heard there are some awesome bars around the base out there and not as many SEALs to compete for the ladies.”

      Everyone laughed. The group knew how much Mozart loved finding “fresh meat” to convince to go back to his room with him.

      The men sat in the bar until late in the evening, talking and enjoying their time together. Typically the conversation would veer toward women, alcohol, and their job. Because Wolf, Abe, and Mozart had to get to the airport early in the morning, they eased off their typical competitive natures about who could drink the most and spent their time relaxing and playing the odd game of pool.

      Finally, as the evening turned into night and the crowd began to get thicker and more uninhibited, Abe thunked his empty bottle on the table and sighed, “Damn, wish we weren’t leaving so early in the morning, that chick at the bar’s been checking me out all night.”

      Cookie laughed. “As much as I hate to agree with you, especially considering it makes me sound too much like Mozart, I think you’re right. And if I’m not mistaken, her friend’s been checking me out.”

      Everyone laughed because they’d noticed the duo at the bar making eyes at them all night. It was obvious the women didn’t really care who they ended up with, as long as they went home with a SEAL, but their eyes followed Cookie and Abe more than the others.

      “The one on the right is Adelaide and the one on the left is Michele,” Mozart told them knowingly.

      Wolf just raised an eyebrow at his teammate while everyone else demanded to know how Mozart knew who the women were.

      “They come here all the time. I might have gotten to know them both reaaally well a couple of weeks ago. I’m sure they’ll be willing to get to know you better when you get back, Abe.”

      Nobody was surprised at Mozart’s words. Taking on two women at a time was just the type of thing they’d expect out of him. None of them doubted that Mozart was telling the truth and not just bragging. The group knew him too well.

      “I’m a one-woman-at-a-time man,” Abe told the group laughing. “But Adelaide looks like my kind of woman. I think I’ll see if she might be interested in a few weeks when we get back home.”

      Everyone knew he was warning them off. Abe didn’t stand for poaching. The men chuckled at his claim, used to Abe’s quirks when it came to women.

      “As much fun as this has been, I’m gonna hit the road,” Wolf announced to the group, not in the least abashed to be the first person leaving for the night.

      “Yeah, me too,” Mozart chimed in.

      “We’ll see the rest of you guys in a couple weeks in Norfolk,” Abe told his friends and teammates as he stood up, joining Wolf and Mozart as they got ready to leave.

      The three men smacked each other on the back good-naturedly as they said their good-byes to the rest of the group and headed out the door, disappearing into the night.

      Cookie, Benny, and Dude pushed back their chairs not too much later to leave as well.“See you guys in the morning at PT,” Dude told them as they walked out through the door of the bar.

      “You’d think with the others gone we’d at least get a morning off from training,” Cookie mock grumbled. Benny and Dude laughed, knowing Cookie loved to work out, never missing PT unless he was sick or recovering from an injury.

      “Whatever Cookie, you know the CO has a ten miler scheduled. You’ll be there before all of us.”

      Cookie just laughed. The men gave chin lifts to each other and faded into the parking lot to their cars and into the night.

      A previous commander of the SEAL team once remarked to an Officer that had been visiting the base that this group of six men were one of the best teams he’d ever commanded, not because of the skills they’d learned during Hell Week or because of their strength, but because of the genuine respect they had for each other.

      “Those men would do anything for each other. They’re the epitome of the word “team.” If ever I needed rescuing or protecting, those would be the men I’d want.”
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      Caroline shifted uncomfortably in her seat. She hated flying. She hadn’t flown much and there were just too many people, too close together. She tried to ignore the people walking down the aisle to their seats. At least she’d gotten an aisle seat close to the front of the plane. Caroline watched the shoes of the people passing her. She felt too awkward to look into people’s eyes as they lumbered past. The boarding process was one of the parts of flying Caroline hated the most…waiting to see who’d be in the seat next to her. Looking out the corner of her eye at the man sitting in the window seat, she noticed he was already settled in, reading a newspaper; not paying any attention to the rest of the passengers as they shuffled by their row.

      Sneakers, flip flops, sneakers, loafers, sandals, boots….the boots didn’t pass. She looked up and saw a man had stopped next to her seat.

      “I guess I’m in the middle then,” he said in a deep voice that sent shivers straight through her.

      Caroline nodded and stood up to let him pass. Brushing against her as he moved past, he settled himself into the seat next to her. The dreaded middle seat. The man wasn’t overweight, far from it, but he certainly wasn’t small. It was a cozy fit. Caroline’s shoulders literally rubbed against his when she sat back down—she wouldn’t be using the armrest for the flight.

      He was one hell of a man that was sure. He was tall, when she’d stood up to let him into the row she’d barely come to his shoulder. And holy hell, he was muscular. She wondered for a moment if he was a body builder. If she wrapped both hands around his bicep, Caroline didn’t think her hands would touch. The man was wearing long sleeves, but she could see the fabric straining over his biceps. He was sporting a pair of cargo pants, the kind with the multitude of pockets. As they sat, Caroline could see his legs were just as muscular as the rest of him. She blushed a bit and tore her eyes away. Woah. He could be a model and would probably make a killing. She knew he probably wasn’t though. He was too rugged, too masculine, too…well…manly to be any kind of model, no matter what he’d make doing it.

      The man next to her shifted a bit and laid his head back on the head rest and closed his eyes.

      Caroline fought with her conscience. She hated the middle seat. She really did, but there was no way this man would last the entire four hour flight squished in between her and the other man the way he was. With his knees hitting the chair in front of him, he looked scrunched. His muscular body sure didn’t leave any extra room in the small cramped airline seat. He looked miserable. Caroline sighed, knowing what she had to do.
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        * * *

      

      Wolf sat uncomfortably in the airplane seat. Outwardly he looked relaxed, but he was anything but. With eyes closed, Wolf processed the sounds around him. The passengers walking past his row to their seats, the sounds of the overhead bins filling up, the rustle of the newspaper from the man to his right, and the quiet sigh of the woman sitting to his left.

      Flying commercial from San Diego to the base in Norfolk, Wolf, Mozart, and Abe were technically off duty at the moment, and were flying in civilian clothes. They’d booked this flight last minute, thus leaving him the middle seat and the others spread out in the plane. Wolf wanted to hop on a MAC flight, the free flight service offered by the military to members and spouses, but he knew there was no guarantee they’d get a space on the flight and the three of them wanted to get to Virginia to see Tex sooner rather than later. They talked to Tex all the time since he helped them get information when they needed it, but talking to him in an official capacity was way different than being able to sit down around a table, drink a beer, and talk about anything other than work.

      Wolf, Abe, and Mozart were supposed to be on leave before their next mission started. They were leaving from Norfolk in two weeks, and the thought of being able to shut down and actually enjoy being around friends was a welcome one. They all spent way too much time hyped up and in danger. Spending two weeks before they had to risk their lives on another mission was just too tempting to turn down.

      None of them had a lot of time off recently and Wolf, Abe, and Mozart were happy to get to pretend to be normal for a few weeks before they had to leave again. Wolf had been a SEAL for ten years, working with Mozart and Abe for the last eight. They hadn’t been in BUD/S together, but that didn’t matter. Bonded over firefights, scuba dives, and life threatening situations, they’d each saved each other’s lives a few times and their connection was tighter than most siblings.

      Wolf would’ve preferred to sit in the same row with his friends, but because they’d made their flight arrangements so late, they didn’t have a choice and had to take seats that were available. Mozart offered to flirt with the airline employee in the hopes they’d be able to get upgraded, or at least be seated together, but they’d agreed to suck it up and sit where they were assigned. They all knew they wouldn’t fit in the seats if they all sat in the same row anyway. Their shoulders were just too broad to fit comfortably side-by-side in a crunched airline row. Wolf knew his friends felt the same way he did—they didn’t flaunt their SEAL status to receive preferential treatment. It was bad enough women hit on them back home in San Diego in the bars just because they were SEALs.

      Wolf hated to admit it, but he’d gotten bored with the bar scene. He was picky in the first place, and he’d found too many women just wanted to sleep with a SEAL, it didn’t matter who the SEAL was, just that they could brag later to their friends they’d done it with a legendary SEAL. The sadder part was that too many SEALs took advantage of it. Wolf could admit to himself that once upon a time he’d done that exact thing, but time and experience had shown him the encounters left him feeling dissatisfied and used. If someone had asked him right after he’d graduated from BUD/S if he’d ever feel used by a woman who wanted to sleep with him, he would’ve laughed himself silly.

      Wolf knew what love looked like. His parents had been together for almost forty years. They were still as madly in love now as they were when they got married. It used to embarrass him, but lately it made him feel wistful. They’d still go on dates and hold hands wherever they went. His dad surprised his mom with romantic gifts and, every now and then, a special trip. Wolf wanted what his parents had. He wanted someone he could be himself with. He wanted someone to need him. He wanted to need someone. Wolf supposed it wasn’t manly to admit any of those things, but it was what it was.

      Wolf had no idea how to go about finding that special woman though, except he knew he wouldn’t find her in a bar. The other issue was that he was a SEAL. He was sent off to crappy little countries to kill people and to keep the peace. Every now and then they were sent off on a rescue mission. He wasn’t allowed to talk about the specifics of what he did with anyone. He had no idea how that would work in a marriage. He’d seen too many of his SEAL friends get married and then divorced because their wives just couldn’t handle the secrecy and the uncertainty of when their husbands would be coming home, or even where they were going in the first place.

      To be fair, not all of the marriages ended because of the secrecy and danger inherent in being a SEAL. Some ended because one of the people in the marriage cheated on the other. Sometimes it was the wife who cheated, and other times it was the husband. Wolf shrugged. There wasn’t any use in obsessing about it. Hopefully he’d someday find someone to settle down with. If it didn’t happen during his military career, perhaps it would once he was retired. There was no rule that said someone in their forties couldn’t find true love and get married.

      After drifting off and thinking about his lack of a love life, Wolf flinched when he felt a hand on his arm. He hadn’t been paying attention and was actually startled. His team would get a kick out of that. Wolf was known to always be one step ahead of the enemy and to be able to have a good idea what they were going to do before they did it. Now here he was letting a civilian take him by surprise.

      He opened his eyes to look at the woman sitting in the aisle seat next to him. She was ordinary. He took in her jeans, sneakers, and long sleeve T-shirt at a glance. Her brown hair was pulled up into a messy knot at the back of her head. She looked to be in her early thirties. She wore no rings; had very little makeup on, her nails weren’t polished; she had little gold studs in each ear and was looking at him expectantly. He inwardly sighed. When he was younger Wolf loved when women hit on him, now it had gotten old. Granted, this woman didn’t look like she was the type to throw herself at a man, but he’d learned that looks were deceiving when it came to what women wanted.

      Glancing in her direction, Wolf thought the woman appeared to be mulling over telling him something. This in itself was fascinating, since in his experience, women tended to get right to the point of what they wanted to say. Her hesitation made him more interested in hearing what she had to say to him and he waited, patiently, as she gathered her thoughts.
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      Caroline was nervous. She wanted to talk to the over-the-top masculine man sitting next to her, but she didn’t want him to look through her as most men did. Caroline had faded into the woodwork most of her life. No boyfriend in high school, she hadn’t gone to any of the school dances, not even prom.

      One guy had the nerve to tell her that she wasn’t “girlfriend material.” Thinking back to that comment, made without thought, still hurt her today. Caroline knew she wasn’t model beautiful, but she didn’t think she was a troll either. She wasn’t tall like men seemed to want in a woman, but she wasn’t short and cute either. Caroline was average from the top of her brown-haired head to the bottom of her normal sized feet.

      She’d always been the “friend” growing up. All the boys liked to talk to her, but only to get Caroline’s opinion on the other girls and if they liked them. It was depressing as hell, but she’d gotten used to it. When she got old enough to really care and actually want to go to dances and dates, Caroline was firmly in the “friend” category and she’d sat at home while everyone else went out and had a good time.

      The media’s portrayals of the “perfect woman” didn’t only affect women and girls, but it did the same with men. Men all seemed to want the skinny, perky, bubbly, woman they’d seen on television and in magazines all their lives. From reality shows to news casters and even to sit-coms, today’s world was bombarded with flawless women, beautiful from sun-up to sun-down.

      That just wasn’t Caroline. She wasn’t a genius, but she also wasn’t dumb. She worked hard at her job and did her part to make the world go-‘round. But she often wished, when she was lying in bed late at night, that she could find a man who would see her. See the real her.

      Caroline’s parents had her late in their life, and had recently passed away. She missed them. They’d been her staunchest supporters. Whatever she wanted to do, they’d encouraged her and told her she could do it. Without her parents and no close friends to keep her there, California didn’t have the appeal to Caroline that it used to.

      Caroline thought about the man sitting next to her. He probably had a lot of close friends. He looked trustworthy. Caroline almost snorted at her own thoughts. How the hell could someone “look” trustworthy? It was ridiculous. Didn’t all the crime shows talk about how the killer always looked like the “guy next door?”

      Caroline shook herself. She had to stop her line of thought or she’d depress herself even more than she already was. Who cared if this guy didn’t “see” her? She’d only be sitting next to him for a couple of hours, and then they’d go their separate ways once they landed in Virginia. Hell, she knew he didn’t really take note of her. He’d already met her, and when he’d sat down he’d looked right through her as if he’d never seen her before. It happened to her all the time, over and over. She should be used to it, but it seemed to hurt more this time.

      Caroline had hesitated to touch him. She didn’t really want to disturb the man, but it wasn’t in her nature to let him suffer in that middle seat. Because he certainly was suffering. He looked jammed into the seat. Caroline knew he’d be stiff and uncomfortable by the time they landed in Virginia if he sat there the entire flight.

      Caroline jerked her hand away after he flinched. She didn’t mean to startle him, and for a second thought that if he decided he wanted to strike out at her, he could really hurt her. Not that she thought he would, but anyone who reacted that quickly and suddenly certainly wasn’t used to being surprised.

      Now he was looking at her expectantly. She’d gotten his attention and Caroline needed to follow through. She steeled herself and gave herself a quick pep talk. She just had to say it quickly before she lost her nerve.

      “Um…Do you want to switch seats?”

      He didn’t answer, but raised his eyebrows as if to ask why she was offering.

      Geez, even his eyebrow lift was sexy. “You don’t look comfortable,” Caroline told him bluntly and honestly. “I’ll switch with you, that way you can at least have a little bit more leg room here in the aisle.”

      Wolf stared at the woman. Why was she offering? He wasn’t sure, but he wasn’t an idiot, he wasn’t going to turn down her offer. He was miserable. If she made a move on him later in the flight he’d just have to politely rebuff her. Damn, he was cocky and conceited. He decided to think that the nondescript woman sitting next to him simply wanted to do something nice for a stranger. He’d believe that until he was proved wrong. If he was proven wrong, he’d figure out a game plan then. Arriving at his decision, he nodded once and told her simply, “Thanks.”

      Standing up and allowing the man to move out of the row, Caroline scooted past him and into the middle seat. There was something very intimate about sitting in the seat while it was still warm from his body. Especially when she thought about what body part had just been there. Caroline tried to put that out of her mind. Sheesh. Get your mind out of the gutter! Caroline admonished herself.

      Caroline knew he didn’t need her slobbering all over him. She figured he had women throwing themselves at him all the time. After throwing out the “body builder” thought she’d had earlier, she guessed he was probably in the military. She hadn’t met one “normal” man who looked like him who wasn’t in the military. Especially considering they were flying from San Diego, home of one of the biggest Naval bases in the United States.

      When the man leaned down to grab his backpack he’d stowed under the middle seat, Caroline stopped him.

      “It’s okay, just leave it. It’ll give you more room for your legs.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course. Your bag isn’t even really blocking my legs at all, I’m short.” She chuckled at herself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Wolf looked more closely at the woman as he got comfortable and buckled his seat belt in the aisle seat. He was grateful for the extra room she’d just granted him by allowing him to leave his bag at her feet, but he didn’t understand why she’d do it.

      The woman turned away from Wolf to buckle her seatbelt. It didn’t seem like she was trying to flirt with him or to get him to notice her. But the fact that she wasn’t, only seemed to draw his attention to her more. Maybe that was her plan all along?

      Wolf wasn’t a man who was used to unselfish acts by other people. He lived in a world where people were deceitful and underhanded and would do anything they could to get ahead. Hell, in certain parts of the world they’d even kill someone if it meant more power, more money, or even more food to eat. Granted, giving up a comfortable seat on a plane wasn’t even in the same league as what Wolf had seen people do to gain an advantage, but that was what made it so unusual.

      Caroline could feel the man’s eyes on her. It discomfited her. Shifting uneasily in her seat, Caroline wasn’t used to men looking at her that closely. She was plain and uninteresting. She knew it and so did everyone else. Caroline wasn’t the type of person who got special favors because of her looks, and she wasn’t one to draw the attention of any man. She’d long ago learned to accept it. Caroline had a pretty healthy self-esteem, even with her plain looks. She’d had a tough time growing up, what teenaged girl didn’t, but when all was said and done, Caroline learned to actually like herself. She was smart, had a good personality, and even if she didn’t have men lining up to take her out, she was mostly content with herself and her life.

      Thinking about her childhood and her parents made Caroline smile. Her mom and dad always encouraged her to be who she was. Remembering when she told her dad what she wanted to do after she graduated from high school, Caroline’s smile grew wider. Some dads would’ve been disappointed, but not hers. All he’d done was kiss her on the forehead and say, “You can do anything you want to do Caroline. You’re the smartest woman I know and I’m very proud of you.” Caroline held that memory close to her heart and drew on it when she was feeling down.

      Caroline snuck a peek at the man who was now sitting in the aisle seat and blushed, yup, he was still watching her.

      Wolf watched as the woman glanced at him and then blushed furiously seeing his eyes on her. When was the last time he’d seen a woman blush? He couldn’t remember. It was past time they introduced themselves. He held out his hand to her. “Matthew,” he said softly. Wolf hadn’t been around a lot of people who didn’t have any connections to the military. He usually used his nickname when introducing himself, it was such an ingrained part of him, but he didn’t want to freak this woman out. Wolf wasn’t exactly a normal name for someone to call themselves in the civilian world.

      Hoping she’d reciprocate and shake his hand, he waited for her to give him her hand. Wolf learned a lot about people by their handshake. Many women felt as if they shouldn’t squeeze a man’s hand when they met, so they just let their hand lay limply in his as they shook. He hated that. Wolf had no idea where that had come from, but if women knew how much it turned men off, they’d certainly stop doing it.

      Caroline tentatively took his hand, but shook it with strength. She hoped he didn’t squeeze her hand too hard in an effort to show off how strong he was. He could easily crush her fingers. She’d had that happen in the past too, especially since she worked with a lot of men. They’d exert what they thought was dominance, by clenching her hand too tight. It didn’t exude dominance, only assholedness.

      “Caroline,” she reciprocated softly.

      Wolf squeezed her hand and was pleasantly surprised at the softness interspersed with calluses on her palm. She obviously wasn’t one to sit around; she worked with her hands in some way.

      Of course thinking about the texture of her palm immediately made him think about how it’d feel caressing his body. Wolf was immediately ashamed of himself. Shit, it’d obviously been way too long since he’d been with a woman if a simple handshake made him hard. He shifted in his seat trying to hide his arousal from the slight woman innocently sitting next to him.

      Caroline was also pleased at their handshake. The man didn’t squeeze her fingers too hard, and seemed to lighten up a bit after they dropped their hands. She noticed he shifted restlessly, but figured he was just trying to get comfortable in the cramped airplane seat.

      They smiled at each other before directing their attention to the flight attendant at the front of the plane.

      Another flight attendant came over the speaker and asked that all electronic devices be turned off, or put in airplane mode, and to prepare for takeoff.

      Caroline watched as the attendant in the aisle went through the motions of showing the passengers how to put on their seatbelt, how to use the lifejacket in case of a water landing, and how to operate the flimsy oxygen thingies that would fall from the ceiling of the plane in case of depressurization. Caroline didn’t want to think of the panic that would ensue in the plane if any of those things actually happened.

      Caroline noticed that the flight attendant seemed extra bored. She figured giving the same demonstration to a plane full of people who were ignoring you could get old really fast, but wasn’t it their job to at least pretend to have enthusiasm while doing it? She’d seen the video clips online of flight attendants who joked and danced, she’d never been on a flight with one who had done that, but these guys actually looked annoyed and uninterested about the entire pre-flight routine. It was weird.

      Caroline mentally shrugged, it wasn’t as if she could do anything about it, and turned her attention to the SkyMall magazine in the seat pocket in front of her. She idly flipped the pages, looking at the overpriced items as the plane taxied to the runway and took off.

      After safely reaching cruising altitude, Caroline put the magazine back into the pocket in front of her and rested her head on the seatback, much as Matthew had done when he’d first sat down. She was tired, but the middle seat wasn’t conducive to sleeping with nothing to rest her head against and there was no way she’d risk falling asleep with her head tilted back on the seat. She’d probably snore like an eighty year old man if she did. Even if the sexy man next to her wasn’t interested, she still didn’t want to embarrass herself. She had some standards after all.

      Caroline looked over at Matthew and saw he also wasn’t sleeping. He had one leg stretched out into the aisle and one under the seat in front of him. His eyes were closed and his hands were intertwined, resting on his stomach. Every now and then he’d shift in his seat, open his eyes, and close them again. She smiled. At least in the aisle seat he was more comfortable than if he’d been scrunched in the middle.

      Wolf opened his eyes with a sigh; there was no way he was sleeping. Airplane seats sucked, another reason not to fly commercial. Not knowing why he couldn’t keep his eyes off of her, Wolf glanced over at the woman sitting next to him again, and caught Caroline’s smile which lit up her whole face. Wolf thought that while she wasn’t conventionally pretty, she was certainly interesting looking.

      “So, you come here often?” He couldn’t resist the cheesy pickup line. Something told him Caroline would think it was funny and not take him seriously. Hearing her soft laugh, Wolf knew he was right.

      “Ha-ha. Actually, I don’t fly too often, but I’m currently on my way to a new job in Norfolk. Normally I’d drive, but my new company is paying all my moving expenses, including shipping my car out to Virginia, so I figured instead of taking the extra days to drive cross country, I’d just fly and take the extra time to get to know Norfolk before I have to start work.”

      “Sounds sensible.” Wolf agreed, happy to hear she seemed like a reasonable woman. He’d met too many women that were all about the money, or fame, or fashion, or whatever.

      “What are you doing in Norfolk? Or is that just a stop-over to somewhere else?” Caroline asked curiously. She wasn’t trying to pry, but since he was talking to her and seemed interested in what she had to say, she wanted to keep the conversation going.

      Wolf knew he had to be careful about talking about his job, but he figured since they weren’t on their way to a mission right now he could be mostly upfront. “I and two buddies are headed for some leave in Virginia. We’re between missions…er…jobs right now.”

      “I figured you were military.” Caroline told him matter-of-factly with no surprise or awe in her voice.

      “How’d you guess?”

      Caroline couldn’t tell if he was being serious or just kidding with her. “I don’t know if that was sarcasm or not, but I noticed you’re very much in shape, you have combat boots on, and honestly, you just have the look of a military man.”

      Wolf laughed. “I was teasing you Caroline, but yeah, you’re right. I’m in the Navy. I’m a SEAL.” Wolf was surprised at himself. He didn’t usually blurt out that he was a SEAL. There was something about this woman that invited confidences. He wasn’t sure what to expect from her with his revelation, but was honestly surprised when she didn’t say anything about it and continued their conversation as if Wolf never mentioned he was a member of one of the most revered and respected branches of their country’s military.

      “What are you going to do on your leave?”

      “We have a friend who lives out there. He was medically retired after losing a leg in combat. We’re just going to crash at his house and hang out. We’ll probably go to the base and check it out, but we all decided we needed the down time and try to keep the shop talk to a minimum.”

      “Oh geez, that sucks about your friend. I’m so sorry. I’m so glad people today recognize what you guys do for our country. I knew someone in high school that told me when her dad came home from Vietnam he was spit on and generally treated like crap. It’s such a shame and I love seeing the support all our country’s soldiers get today. I think it’s a good idea for you and your friends to take some time off and for you to try to keep talk about your job out of it,” Caroline agreed. “It can be tough to really relax if all you do on a vacation is talk shop.”

      Enjoying the conversation more than he’d thought he would, Wolf asked, “So, what is this new job you’re flying across the country for?”
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