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			Kabul, Afghanistan, six years ago

			Talia Levine sat at the bar in the dingy Mustafa Hotel lounge, wiping the dirty rim of her wineglass with her shirttail. Three nights in a row, she’d landed in this beat-up old bar, ordered a glass of cheap red, and hoped for the best.

			The best never happened. It never did in Kabul.

			She damn sure wouldn’t have picked the Mustafa as her watering hole, but the American military contractors stationed in the city had, staking out the bar for their own. She had staked out an American contractor. Just one out of all the bad boys doing the same thing she was—nursing a cheap drink and wilting in the heat.

			Like her, the men were a long way from home. Unlike her, they were in the bar seeking like-minded company and a relatively quiet place to drink away the physical and emotional dirt from the day.

			Many were bored. Some were lonely. But none were easy. Especially not her target.

			She took a long swallow of her wine, gaze dead ahead on the hazy mirror behind the bar, studying his reflection through the drift of smoke skimming the room. His back was to the wall, his eyes on his whiskey as he absently flipped a playing card back and forth between his fingers and listened to the conversation at his table.

			Even if she hadn’t read his file, she’d have known he’d once been Special Ops, just like the men with him. Men who were now private military contractors, most of them with the Fargis Group. To a man, they all wore battle-hardened looks and a clear air of danger.

			This man in particular relayed a coiled readiness, an underlying situational awareness that told anyone within striking distance that he was no easy mark. No one was going to get the drop on him. Anyone coming after him was going to die. No hesitation. No regret.

			She’d be playing with fire once she engaged him, and as she watched him expertly flipping that card, she knew she regretted volunteering for this op. But the endgame was what drove her, and she’d take the same chance again if it meant getting what she was after.

			When he looked up and made eye contact, she gave him a slow blink before averting her gaze from the mirror to her almost empty glass. This part of the plan required patience. And finesse. She couldn’t appear too eager, so they’d been playing this little game of peekaboo for a while now. All she had to do was wait. If all worked as intended, she’d get what she wanted and get out within a week.

			Overhead, a slow-moving fan barely stirred air heated by a long, miserable day and fouled by strong cigarette smoke. She lifted her heavy braid, arched her back, and used a napkin to wipe away the perspiration dampening her nape. The action was mostly for his benefit. He was watching her again.

			For three nights straight, she’d kept her distance but subtly relayed her interest with quick, well-timed glances or the hint of a self-conscious smile, until he’d finally started playing along. It was clear he was attracted to her but hadn’t yet decided how things were going to roll out between them.

			She tipped the last of her wine to her lips and let him think about it a little longer.

			“Buy you another?”

			For a big man, he moved fast. He’d slipped into her personal space without making a ripple in the air around them. And while she was irritated that she’d let him catch her off guard, she was also relieved they’d finally moved past square one.

			She glanced up at him. “Sure. If you don’t make me drink alone.”

			He caught the bartender’s attention, made a circle in the air with his finger signaling for another round, and eased down onto the bar stool beside her.

			“So . . . come here often?” His smile surprised her as much as the corny line.

			He knew this was her watering hole. Just as she’d known it was his before she’d ever set foot inside. His, along with all the other mercs, spooks, and journalists who called it their home away from home.

			“Can’t seem to stay away.” Her smile said, What’s a girl to do? “Must be the homey atmosphere.”

			He grunted and made a cursory glance around the room—smoke-stained yellow walls, cracked marble floors, years of abuse and wear. “Yeah. Or the cheap booze. Any port in a storm, right?”

			“What about you?” She nodded her thanks to the bartender when he slid a fresh glass of wine in front of her and a whiskey in front of her new friend.

			“When the pickings are slim, you take what you can get.” He smiled again. Surprised her again. He had the look of a hard man, and everything she knew of his background said that he was. Yet when he smiled, there was nothing hard about him.

			“Are we still talking about the hotel?” she asked, reacting to that smile.

			He laughed. “Well, we’re not talking about you, ma’am. You class up the place.”

			“Ma’am?” Whether it was an old-fashioned endearment or a holdover from his Army days, it charmed her more than it should have.

			“Best I could do since I don’t know your name. Mine’s Taggart.”

			Robert Andrew Taggart, to be exact. Known to his coworkers as Bobby or Boom Boom. It was the boom she had to remember to be careful of. He’d been Special Forces, but a mission had gone south a few years ago, and he and two of his fellow team members got tagged for the screwup. All three were given less-than-honorable discharges. Bitter and with no place to go, he’d signed on for military contract work and ended up back in Afghanistan.

			His military history and his fall from grace might work for her. That and something as inherently basic as the difference in their chromosomes. She needed information. He had it. She’d do whatever she had to do to get it.

			“Talia Levine.” She extended her hand.

			His palm was warm and rough, and she held on long enough so he’d understand she had something more in mind than drinking together.

			“You’re American, right?”

			Another engaging grin. “What gave it away?”

			She pushed out a flirty laugh. “Only everything about you.”

			“Yeah, I need to work on that.” He leaned a little closer. “What about you? Can’t place the accent.”

			“I was hoping I didn’t have one.” She smiled again. “I’m from D.C., actually. But of late, Israel, London, Baghdad . . . anywhere my assignments take me. War correspondent,” she clarified when he cocked a brow. It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t what had brought her to Kabul. He was.

			“Of course. Why else would a beautiful woman spend time in a sweatbox like this unless she was forced to?”

			“Not forced,” she corrected. “I volunteered for this assignment.”

			He sipped his whiskey, studying her face in a way that made her feel like a mouse in a trap when she was supposed to be doing the trapping. “So you’re one of those.”

			She crinkled her brow. “One of those?”

			“An ‘all for the sake of her career’ woman. Always ready to take reckless chances to get your story.”

			“Now, how would you know if I was reckless?”

			“Not to point out the obvious, but you’re in Kabul in the middle of a war zone. And you’re coming on to a stranger in a bar.”

			“Wow.” She feigned insult. “That’s harsh.”

			“That’s life,” he said with a shrug. “No insult intended. Maybe a little wishful thinking, though. You were coming on to me, right?”

			She sipped her wine, aware of his gaze on her face. “I was still deciding.”

			He chuckled. “And now?”

			“And now I think I need to know more about you.”

			He lifted a hand. “Me? I’m an open book.”

			“Of course you are,” she said, letting him know he wasn’t fooling her.

			He was good at this game. Just not as good as she was.

			“Are you really any different from me in the reckless department?” she asked, now that the door was open. “You were military, right? I’m guessing Spec Ops. Most likely served more than one deployment in the hot zones. That would have been enough for most men, yet now you’re a civilian contractor.”

			She wasn’t stating anything that wasn’t general knowledge around Kabul. The bulk of the Americans who ended up here had military backgrounds, and most were employed by civilian contractors.

			“Seems to me that in the reckless-chances department, you’re way ahead of me.”

			“So I guess it’s settled. We’re both a little crazy.” He lifted his glass in salute.

			She did the same. “But you can’t say it’s not exciting.”

			Another smile from the man who kept surprising her. “Yeah. This is definitely my idea of excitement. Watching the paint peel off the walls of this run-down bar.”

			She toyed with the stem of her wineglass, then tilted him a measured look. “You’re not watching the paint peel now, are you?”

			He wasn’t stupid. And he wasn’t slow. She’d just let him know she’d made her decision about him, and he turned that charming grin on her again. “No, ma’am. I certainly am not.”

			According to his file, he was a man who kept to himself, and if he fit in anywhere, it was with men just like himself. Judging by his pleased look, however, that wasn’t altogether true. He wanted her company now. Which was exactly what she’d been counting on—but for an entirely different reason.

			This was all business on her part. She’d taken an oath, and she’d do what was expected of her. Yet a surprising awareness arced between them, and for a moment, she let herself see the man, not the assignment.

			Square-jawed, hard-edged, and tough as leather, his sandy-brown hair in a military cut. Still had the look of the Bronx street brawler he’d been in his teens.

			And he had the most watchful green eyes.

			He wore rugged and muscular like a tailored suit, and the truth was, he was very easy to look at. Especially when he smiled. When he smiled, it was oh-so-easy to romanticize and even picture him in another era. An adventurer, crossing the rough Atlantic on a tall-masted ship, braving the danger and uncertainty of the rough passage, and finally landing at Ellis Island with his fellow German, French, or Irish immigrants.

			An electric silence had stretched out between them before she managed to fall back into her role. She glanced up at him. “Just so you know, I don’t make a habit of doing this.”

			His gaze was intense but not judgmental. “So why me? And why now?”

			She looked away, and when she looked back at him, tears pooled in her eyes. All she had to do was recall today’s horrible memory to rouse them. “Why you? Because you look about as lonely as I feel. Why now? I don’t know. Maybe . . . maybe because life—this life—is risky, and today I narrowly escaped with mine. Maybe because today I need human contact.”

			“To remind you that you’re human?” His tone suggested he might need that reminder as well. And his eyes had warmed just enough to tell her she’d struck a chord—struck it hard enough that she might have felt a twinge of guilt for exploiting it if this mission weren’t so crucial.

			“To remind me that humanity isn’t dead . . . even in the thick of this inhumane war.”

			He studied her face and then his whiskey before knocking the rest of it down. Then he stood, dug into his hip pocket for his wallet, and tossed some cash onto the bar. “My room or yours?”
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			She’d surprised him, this Talia Levine, or whatever her real name was. He’d been certain that his über-crude “My room or yours?” would make her bolt, telling him this was a bad idea and then telling him to get lost.

			But she hadn’t, and now here he was. Following her and her exceptional ass up three creaky flights of stairs after she’d gone to the trouble of staking him out in the bar. And he’d love to know why, because if she was a journalist, he was a frickin’ nanny.

			She clearly wanted something from him that she thought only he could give her. He’d sensed it the first time he’d seen her and was convinced of it when she’d started giving him the sultry eye.

			If she was playing him, what did she really want?

			And how far would she go to get it?

			How far would he let her go?

			He checked out her ass again. Pretty far, no doubt about it.

			He’d noticed her three nights ago. Even looking worn-out and thirsty, her khakis covered in dust, her black hair bound in a thick braid, she’d been striking as hell. Hadn’t taken but one look, and he’d wondered what her hair would look like falling free. What it would feel like when he combed it through his fingers, when it brushed across his naked skin.

			Oh, yeah. She’d had him interested way before hello. One look, and he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her. Which was pointless as well as stupid. And worse, she was a distraction that could get him killed. Women and war zones didn’t mix. Especially conspiring women.

			So he knew he shouldn’t be here, he knew he should be beating feet back to his own hotel, but he was curious. And hell, yeah, a part of him hoped she wasn’t playing him, because damn, the woman was fine.

			In Afghanistan, every day was a crap shoot. And sometimes the need for human contact in the midst of all the brutality got a man in a choke hold and wouldn’t let go.

			So despite his second thoughts, he followed her down the hot, dimly lit hallway and stopped when she did at room 309. Three was his lucky number, and he could make four threes out of 309, which quadrupled his luck, good or bad.

			The key clicked when she slid it into the antiquated lock. She stepped inside and flipped a switch, and small lamps on either side of the bed lit up, casting a pale glow over the room.

			“Home sweet home.” She walked to the bed and tossed the key onto a nightstand.

			He followed her into the room and glanced around. A ceiling fan turned lazily over a double bed covered with a red-patterned spread. Two side tables flanked the bed. An open laptop sat on one of them. A camera with a big bulky lens sat beside it along with a well-used paper notebook.

			Nicely done, he thought. Her props supported her story. Still unconvinced, though, he walked to the wooden wardrobe that substituted for a closet, opened the doors, and checked inside. Empty except for more drab khakis and a pair of sandals. Same thing with the bathroom—no terrorist lying in wait to whack an American.

			She looked amused when he checked under the bed. “So . . . what do we call this? Paranoia or a basic distrust of women?”

			“Call it anything you want,” he said agreeably as he straightened up, dusting his hands together. “Mostly, it’s called life lessons.”

			Her deep brown eyes weren’t exactly smiling, but clearly, she felt entertained. “And do I pass inspection?”

			“The room does.” He stalked slowly toward her. “But I haven’t thoroughly inspected you yet. Got any explosive devises hidden under that ugly shirt?”

			Because he was taller than her by a head, she had to tilt her head back to look up at him. “No IEDs. Hope that doesn’t disappoint you. And I’m so sorry I didn’t dress for the occasion.” She smiled as he gripped her hips and eased her up against him.

			When she looped her arms around his neck, he pushed a little harder, just to see how far she’d let this go. “Dressing is highly overrated. Now, undressing”—he started tugging her shirt up and out of his way—“that’s something I could get into.”

			She didn’t resist, but she didn’t exactly melt against him, either. He, however, was about to go up in flames. She was slim and compact and soft where a woman was supposed to be. Especially where her breasts pressed against his chest. It had been a damn long time since he’d been naked with a woman; his job didn’t allow time even for one-night stands. Didn’t make him much of a long-term prospect, either.

			He smiled into her eyes, then bit back a groan when he slipped a hand beneath her shirt and touched warm, bare skin. Smooth and silky and gloriously alive. And that wasn’t all. Her lean body coiled tightly in anticipation as he worried a thumb back and forth across the skin above her waistband.

			Just before he reached the point of no return, while he still had it in him to think straight, he called her out. “It’s not too late to back out, Talia—if that’s really your name.”

			She frowned, then flattened her palms on his chest. “What? Of course it’s my name.”

			When he said nothing, she looked at him through narrowed and suddenly wary eyes.

			“Wait. You think I’m lying?” Her expression shifted from beleaguered amusement to a simmering anger. “Oh, my God. You do. You think I’m lying to you.”

			“What I think is that you’ve gone to a lot of trouble to get my attention and make contact with me.”

			“Excuse me? Did I move into your space and offer to buy you a drink?”

			“No, but you would have if I hadn’t made the first move.”

			She glared at him. “You know what? You’re an asshole.”

			That shocked a laugh out of him. “You’re not the first woman to suggest it.”

			She shoved against his chest, but he held her right where she was.

			“Look. It’s no big deal. Just tell me who you really are and what you want from me. Then I’ll tell you I don’t have anything of value, and we can—”

			“Screw you.”

			“I wasn’t going to put it that way, exactly—”

			“God.” She cut him off with a disbelieving glare. “You really don’t trust me?”

			If she was playing him, she was damn good at it.

			That was fine. He could play with the best of ’em. “With my heart? Oh, you’re going to steal it for certain. And I’m okay with that. With my life? That I’m not so sure of.”

			Her eyes cooled from fiery anger to Arctic cold. “I thought we both understood what we wanted from each other. My bad. But I warned you that I’ve never done this before. Apparently, I really suck at it.”

			Embarrassment joined her anger, and this time, when she pushed, he let her go.

			“Here’s something you can trust.” She walked to the door and opened it. “I’m out of the mood. Please leave.”

			That was when he noticed her limp. He’d seen it earlier when she’d slid off the bar stool and headed toward the stairs. But he’d been busy watching her ass and wondering what she was up to, and he hadn’t processed it. Truth was, he hadn’t really wanted to know about it then. Now he did. He wanted to know real bad.

			“What’s with the limp?”

			“I asked you to leave.”

			“Why are you limping?” he asked in a tone that demanded an answer.

			She stood stiffly, her grip tight on the doorknob. “I told you. I had a close call today.”

			Yeah. Yeah, she had said that. He’d pretty much ignored it, too, because he’d been so busy trying to get a read on her motivation. But now he had an unsettling idea of where that close call had been. “How close?”

			She lowered her head on a long breath, and when she met his eyes again, she wasn’t nearly as steady as she wanted him to think she was. “Close enough to need a few stitches. No big deal.”

			He walked up beside her, pried her hand off the knob, and closed the door. “Sounds like a very big deal. Let me see.”

			“Why? Because you think I’m lying about that, too?”

			“Because I want to see.”

			Her dark eyes snapped with anger. He was pretty close to pissed now, too, and not altogether sure why. He gripped her upper arm, walked her over to the bed, and, cupping her shoulders, sat her down.

			“Take ’em off.” He nodded toward her pants.

			She glared up at him.

			“Don’t get shy on me now. A few minutes ago, we were about to strip each other naked and do the big nasty.”

			“I repeat. You’re an asshole.”

			He could glare, too, and evidently, he got his message across—either she’d take them off, or he would—because she finally unbuttoned her pants and undid the zipper.

			“Where?” he asked.

			“Right leg. My calf.”

			He knelt in front of her, propped her right foot on his thigh, and undid the laces on her boot. Once he’d gotten both it and the sock off, he helped her tug down her pants so her entire right leg was exposed, except for the white bandage wrapped around it from just below her knee to her ankle.

			She said nothing during this process. She sat there, eyes pinched in anger. Her ugly shirt gaped open just above her navel, revealing a smooth wedge of olive skin between it and the band of her bikini panties. Flesh-colored. Practical. Sexy as hell without meaning to be.

			A visual of him taking them off with his teeth shot through his mind and straight to his dick.

			He dragged his attention back to her bandaged leg. “Lie down. Roll over.”

			“I’m not a damn dog.”

			He grinned. “True—you look more like a defiant bunny. So stop with the glares, and just do it.”

			She muttered something under her breath but hitched herself lengthwise on the bed, then rolled to her stomach.

			He sat down beside her and carefully undid the gauze wrap, forcing his gaze away from her luscious ass. When he uncovered the wound, he swore.

			A four-inch gash, ragged and mean and still seeping blood, ran down her calf. Clumsily made stitches bit into the raw flesh.

			“What happened? And what quack stitched you up?” He laid his hand over the wound. It didn’t appear to be infected. Her skin was only slightly warm to the touch, but it was clearly sore, because she winced as he continued his examination.

			“An Army combat medic stitched it and field-dressed it for me,” she said, as he carefully rewrapped the dressing. “He was too busy trying to save lives to worry about tidy stitches.”

			His anger and mistrust deflated on a long breath, and he realized just how weary he was. Of this country. Of this damn war.

			He lay down beside her, not liking that he let her get to him. Crossing his hands beneath his head, he stared at the ceiling. For a long, long time, the fan spun overhead, and his thoughts spun out over how much he hated this place.

			“You were there? At the school today?” he finally asked.

			He’d heard about the ambush. Taliban fighters had opened fire on a group of children, specifically targeting the girls who dared go to school. The death toll was staggering. Inconceivable.

			He felt her shift beside him, sensed her gaze on him. And he knew before he turned his head what he’d see on her face.

			“They massacred them,” she whispered through tears she couldn’t hold back. “They killed those innocent children.”

			He’d survived this long by listening to his instincts. But even though he might be wrong in discounting them now, he gathered her in his arms and pulled her against him. He’d worry about lies and trust later.

			Her tears fell, hot and wet against his shoulder, where they seeped through his shirt and dampened his skin. She was so tense she trembled. And for the first time in a very long time, he felt empathy. Not the sympathy he felt daily for the Afghan people who were besieged by this endless war, but compassion for a single, fragile soul.

			A fragment of their conversation in the bar played back in his mind.

			Because today I need human contact.

			To remind you that you’re human? 

			To remind me that humanity isn’t dead . . . even in the midst of this inhumane war.

			And what had been his sensitive response? My room or yours?

			He closed his eyes in self-disgust and pulled her closer.

			Was she who she said she was? Maybe yes, maybe no. And maybe he’d turned into a callous, cynical bastard who no longer knew how to trust.

			Most likely, he’d simply lost it. Everything about her skewed his judgment, and he knew he should be careful. But right now, he didn’t give a damn about caution. He just cared about comforting her as she cried.
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			The room was dark when he woke up. The power must have gone out again—nothing new in Kabul—because the bedside lamps were dark and the overhead fan was still. Along with the heat, random scents and sounds drifted in through the open window. A slim band of moonlight snuck in through the darkness, painting pale shadows on the walls, on his boot tips at the end of the bed, on her arm draped across his chest.

			His internal clock told him it was the middle of the night, and he was still holding Talia Levine. Him in his dusty fatigues, her half dressed and sweet-­smelling, her breathing deep and slow.

			He dragged a hand across his jaw. How, in this shithole country where the softest thing he ever encountered was the powdery dust that stung his eyes every day, had he ended up in a bed with her soft, warm body nestled against him?

			She stirred and snuggled closer in her sleep, and he quit asking questions. He indulged in her heat and her softness and her ill-advised trust in him. A stranger who could have robbed her, raped her, or just badgered her to death with his dogged disbelief in her story. And it made him wonder. Could a woman who was capable of such trust also be capable of a deceitful game he’d been certain she was playing?

			In his world, anything was possible. Case in point: he’d just slept with the woman, and he’d laid nothing but an altruistic hand on her. Mark that one down in the record books.

			It hadn’t been easy, either. Especially when the rutting-bull part of his brain kept coming up with excellent reasons to just take her.

			He breathed deep, pressed the heel of his hand against his swollen dick to relieve a little pressure—and realized he wasn’t the only one awake.

			He didn’t say anything, hoping she’d go back to sleep so he could slip away before the rutting bull got the upper hand. But when it became clear that wasn’t happening, he knew he couldn’t dodge the bullet any longer.

			“You doing okay?” he whispered into a night that had suddenly shifted from self-assessment to acute awareness.

			She rolled onto her back and out of his arms, and damn if he didn’t feel a chill despite the still, dry heat of the night.

			“I’m fine.” She didn’t sound fine. “Considering I keep managing to make a fool of myself.”

			It didn’t take a psychic to know where this was going, but he wasn’t touching it. She was embarrassed that she’d picked him up and then botched their hookup by crying—an act she thought was weak.

			“I don’t cry,” she announced, with an edge in her voice that spoke of defensiveness and anger but, most of all, mortification.

			“You had good reason.” It came out before he could stop himself.

			She hiked up on an elbow and looked down at him. In the shadowy darkness, he could make out every contour of her delicately sculpted face. The curve of her full lower lip. The thick, satiny tail of the black braid lying against her neck.

			“You don’t understand. I. Don’t. Cry.” She repeated it emphatically but without the anger this time. This time, there was something in her tone that told him flat out: she’d had reason to cry many times in her life, but she considered giving in to that self-indulgence inexcusable.

			“Everyone cries, Talia. Not everyone gets caught.”

			There’d been a time when he’d been too broken to be ashamed of his tears. He’d watched his team die in an ambush not far from here. And later he’d listened in painful disbelief as his best friend sold out not only himself but him and Coop, too.

			Less-than-honorable discharge.

			It was pure bullshit. Stink-to-high-heaven bullshit. But his world as he’d known it was suddenly gone with the slam of a military judge’s gavel. A world he’d bled for and would have died for. And now he was an outcast in that world.

			He breathed deep. No good would come from mourning everything he’d lost that day. And no good would come from getting soft over a woman he’d cast as Mata Hari less than four hours ago.

			“I should go,” he said abruptly. He didn’t like the turn his thoughts had taken.

			He sat up and swung his feet to the floor in one quick motion. He hadn’t yet gathered the wherewithal to get up and walk out the door when her slender fingers touched his arm and her soft whisper stopped him.

			“You should stay.”

			*   *   *

			Nothing real should feel this good. And yet as he held his weight on his elbows above her, with nothing but perspiration and heat between their naked bodies, he knew this was as real as it got.

			You should stay. 

			Desire and need shot straight to his core with those three words. She’d meant it. And to make sure he knew it, she’d sat up and tugged his shirt over his head. He was already gone by then. Already twisting around to return the favor.

			Somehow, despite their frantic rush, they managed to get rid of their clothes without hurting each other and fell naked together on the bed.

			He didn’t ask if she was sure. The way her mouth tracked hot, brazen kisses across his skin, the way her lithe and toned body moved against him, was all the answer he needed.

			Could he trust her? Did she lie? He didn’t know. Didn’t care. Not now, as he moved over her, kissed her deeply, and pumped his hips against hers, so hot and ready for her all he could think about was sliding inside her.

			She ran greedy hands over his shoulders, down his back, fingers splayed, as if to touch as much of him as fast as she could. “Please.”

			The single word fractured his lust-crazed mind and stopped him from pushing into her.

			He pulled away from her soft, swollen lips and groaned. “Condoms. I don’t have any condoms.”

			She twisted to the left, reached into a drawer of the bedside table, and produced the one thing he’d have given a year’s pay for.

			He didn’t want to know why she had it. He just wanted to be inside her. Now.

			She pushed him onto his back, rose to her knees, and began unwrapping it. Then she straddled him, took him in her hands, and rolled on the protection.

			He almost came before she had him suited up. If he didn’t slow things down, this was going to be over before he could beg for mercy. And he didn’t want it over. Not when they’d barely gotten started. Not when everywhere he touched her—with his hands, with his mouth—came alive like a lightning storm.

			He didn’t ask if he could unbraid her hair. He’d wanted to get his hands in it since the first time he’d seen her. And he languished in the feel of it as he combed it out with his fingers, freeing thick, silken strands to fall loose around her face.

			He knotted the lush mass of it in his hands and tugged her toward him. He wanted her mouth. Needed her mouth, and her tongue, and took them both without apology. Then he gave his own as she matched his hunger and shot them to another level of urgency.

			He sat up abruptly, lifted her to her knees, and took a firm, perfect breast in his mouth. He swirled his tongue around her turgid nipple, sucked until she arched against him. When she cried out, he was afraid he’d gone too far and hurt her.

			“I’m sorry.” He kissed the stiff peak of her nipple in apology.

			She cupped his head and pulled him back against her, her thick hair making a curtain that cocooned them in desire. “More.”

			Oh, God. 

			The frayed rope holding him together snapped. He lifted her, tossed her onto her back, and covered her. Out of control with need, he hooked her left leg behind his knee and tipped her hips up toward him. She reached between them, gripping him in ravenous hands, and guided him home.

			It was as much hell as heaven when her breath escaped in gasps and he pumped into her. Rough. Raw. Deep and hard, pushing them both up the bed with each powerful stroke. On his third thrust, she came with a muffled cry that triggered his own blistering release. He exploded with breath-stealing pleasure, aware only of how tightly she gloved him, how liquid and spent she felt beneath him, and how consumed he was in the raw honesty of her release.
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			He slept like a stone, like a man who was physically drained and sexually spent. It would be light soon, and Talia still had tasks to complete. Yet she couldn’t get herself to do anything but lie here in this nest they’d made of passion and deception and tangled sheets.

			She’d never thought of herself as sexual, had never anticipated that a man could make her lose control as she had with him. He was an assignment. A duty. She had no reason to feel shame that she’d let him use her body. Her mission was vital, and sacrifices had to be made.

			Yet she did feel shame. Shame at the weakness that made her feel guilty for using him. Shame that his tender attention had made her forget about the school shooting. And shame because she had enjoyed him and his body and his desire, and nothing about what they’d done felt remotely like a sacrifice.

			She rolled onto her side so she could see him. He lay on his back, naked and beautiful. Undeniably a warrior, even in sleep.

			He’d flung an arm up over his head, revealing a tattoo on the inside of his right forearm: a helmet bearing the letters RIP hung over the tip of a rifle barrel supported by a pair of worn combat boots. A tribute to his brothers in arms who had died in battle.

			Like her, he was no stranger to war or to loss. And she had no business thinking about that. Or about guilt. This scene had played out thousands of times in hundreds of wars. Two strangers in a war-torn country, reaching out for human companionship. Needing something to make them feel alive when their lives could be taken in a heartbeat. By a sniper’s bullet, by artillery fire.

			By a betrayal that ripped their world in half.

			The thought finally jolted her back to her mission.

			As the night teetered on the edge of daybreak, she slipped silently out of bed, careful not to jar the mattress. She felt around under the bedside table until she located the radio-frequency identification tag she’d taped to the bottom of the drawer and tugged it free. She’d already memorized the creaking spots on the old floor and avoided them as she tiptoed around the bed and searched for his clothes.

			A quick glance over her shoulder assured her he was still sleeping as she found his pants and dug his phone out of a hip pocket. Checking again to make certain he hadn’t awakened, she removed the back cover of the phone and piggybacked the RFID tag to the battery. Cell-phone location via GPS monitoring alone, especially in Kabul, wasn’t going to do the job. The RFID tag would make it possible to track his phone and locate precisely where he was from up to a quarter of a mile away.

			After quickly returning the phone to his pocket, she laid the pants on the floor where she’d found them and headed for the bathroom. If he woke now and found her up, he’d think nothing of it.

			A few minutes later, she opened the bathroom door. He was still sleeping. She breathed deep and had started gathering her own clothes when two strong hands gripped her by her hips and pulled her back into bed.

			“You’re very busy,” he murmured, nipping at her ear when he’d dragged her close against him, curling spoonlike behind her. His erection pressed hot and hard against her back.

			“A girl’s got . . . to . . . oh, God . . . work to . . . eat,” she managed around her rapidly beating heart, as he cupped her breast with one hand and coaxed her legs apart with the other.

			Then she quit thinking and just felt—the expert strokes of his fingers against her swollen flesh, the boldness of his domination, until finally he rolled her to her back, slid down the bed, and tilted her hips to his mouth.

			“Speaking of eating,” he murmured. Then, with his busy, busy tongue and erotic and thorough suction, he drove her beyond the ability to do anything but writhe in pleasure, until she came with a soft cry. Boneless, delirious with satisfaction, she lay catching her breath and riding the aftershocks.

			“That,” he whispered, kissing his way up her body, “was to make up for my quick trigger earlier.”

			She pushed out an exhausted laugh. “Apology . . . accepted.”

			*   *   *

			“Did I break you?”

			An amused male voice woke her as a gentle, callused hand skimmed along her bare hip.

			Talia opened her eyes and saw him standing by the bed, smiling.

			He appeared to be fresh out of the shower; his only nod toward modesty was a towel wrapped low on his hips.

			She took a leisurely visual stroll up the length of his beautifully honed body to his intriguing face, his smiling green eyes, and back to the tenting towel.

			“I can’t believe I fell asleep again.”

			“I thought you’d passed out.”

			She yawned and stretched languorously. “You don’t have to sound so smug.”

			“Oh, I think I do. I think I ruined you.” He leaned down and pressed a kiss against her lips, then straightened and started getting dressed. “Your leg okay? We didn’t rip any stitches, did we?”

			“My leg is fine.”

			She watched him dress in silence. Couldn’t help but watch him. She’d learned his body well in the dark. A body that gave as well as took pleasure to extremes and was as pleasing to see as it was to touch. And taste . . .

			And that was a train she had to derail.

			She needed to seal the deal. To find out if he was corruptible and, if not, make certain he’d begun to trust her. Enough to keep coming back.

			“You were right,” she said, sounding guilty with little effort, because she did feel guilt. And something more that she’d never planned for and didn’t want to dwell on. When he looked back over a broad, bare shoulder, she lowered her gaze to the sheet she’d drawn over her breasts. “I do want something from you.”

			He chuckled. “Sweetheart, I don’t think I have any more to give. At least, not right now.” Then he pretended surprise, a hard glint in his eyes. “But we’re not talking about sex anymore, are we?”

			“For God’s sake, it’s nothing sinister. Not like I want state secrets or anything.” Only it was.

			He sat on a side chair, tugged on his boots, then finally lifted his head, waiting.

			“I want to go on a mission with you.”

			His slow smile wasn’t very pleasant. “You can’t seriously think that’s going to happen?”

			No, she didn’t. But it had been worth a try. “I’ve been covering combat zones for years. Mostly after the fact. I want to be there on an operation. In the front line as it goes down.”

			He reached for his T-shirt and pulled it over his head.

			“You still don’t believe me?” she asked when he didn’t respond.

			“It doesn’t matter what I believe,” he said, tucking and zipping.

			“It matters to me.” She sat up, dragging the sheet with her, and reached for her laptop. “Here. Look at this.” She shoved the laptop toward him after booting it up and finding the file she wanted him to see.

			He glanced from the laptop to her face and shook his head. “I’ve got to get going.”

			“Please,” she begged. “Just look at it. It won’t take long for you to get the message. I’m not a danger to you. I’m not a threat to anyone.”

			That brought a reluctant smile. “Trust me, you are a threat. To my peace of mind. I’m going to think about you all day. You know that, right? I’m going to be distracted, thinking about all the things I want to do to you.” He leaned down to kiss her, and melting heat pooled between her legs.

			She made herself pull away, then shoved the laptop into his chest with shaking hands. “It’ll only take a minute.”

			He eyed her, eyed the laptop, and with forced patience sat down on the bed beside her and started reading, then scrolling through the articles—­complete with photos of her and bylines and commentaries about how important her voice was in spreading the human side in her war stories.

			He was quiet for a moment, then shut the laptop and set it on the table.

			“Is that why you were at the school yesterday? You were writing a story?”

			“I’ll still write the story,” she said, determined to do so. “But the question is, are you convinced now that I am who I say I am?”

			He sat for a moment longer before looking at her. “Gettin’ there.”

			“That’s something, I guess.”

			His eyes and his voice changed when he lifted his hand and ran a single finger along the curve of her bare shoulder. “What do you say we continue this discussion tonight?”

			She clutched the sheet tighter around her breasts, feeling inexplicably vulnerable instead of victorious. “Tonight,” she agreed, sounding way too breathless and way too pleased.

			Yes, she was pleased he’d started to trust her. Yes, she was pleased he wanted to see her again. It was what she’d planned, but planning suddenly took a backseat to anticipation and arousal as he leaned into her, knotted a hand in her hair, and pulled her toward him for a long, searing kiss.

			“What you do to me,” he murmured. After a deep, searching look, he stood and walked to the door. “I’m gone. While I still have the upper hand over my better judgment. Oh, and about that ride-along?” He swung open the door and looked back over his shoulder. “It’s not going to happen. Never. End of discussion.” He left, shutting the door firmly behind him.

			She lay back down and stared at the ceiling, torn between self-disgust and a humming physical arousal. She’d done what she’d set out to do. She’d made contact. She’d successfully engaged her target. She’d never really expected him to agree to let her go on a ride-along. She only suggested that to cement her cover—the eager journalist, willing to do anything to get her story.

			So, yes. Everything was going as planned.

			Everything but this disconcerting skip in her heartbeat that had nothing to do with nerves and everything to do with him as a man, not an assignment.

			Ashamed suddenly and determined to move past these unexpected feelings of exposure, she slipped out of bed. After making certain that he was out of the hall and on his way, she dug into the wardrobe and carefully removed a loosened board from the wardrobe’s base. She pulled out the SAT phone she’d hidden there and punched in a number only she had access to.

			“The RFID tag is planted,” she told her unit commander when he answered. “If he meets with the target, we’ll know exactly where they are.”

			“We’re already receiving a signal. Good work. And you, Talia?” he asked after a telling pause. “You are all right?”

			His concern rang hollow. He’d asked her to prostitute herself for this mission if necessary, something he’d never asked of her before. And he’d known she would, no matter what it cost her. He’d known she would do it to get retribution for those who had been murdered.

			“I’m fine. I’ll notify you when I’m certain he is en route to the target. It may be several days, but I will know when he makes his next move.”

			“You’ve done well. We don’t undervalue the sacrifice you have made,” he added quietly.

			She closed her eyes, reminded herself why she was here.

			“In the meantime, the tracker alone may not be enough to accomplish the mission. Keep your eyes and ears open for other leads.”

			“Of course.”

			“Be careful, but remember, we’re counting on you.” He disconnected.

			She stayed on her knees, stared at the phone a moment longer, then tucked it back into its hiding place. Many people were counting on her. Her country was counting on her. And no matter what transpired, no matter what she had to do to complete her mission, she would not let them down.
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