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    He’s combat ready. But keeping his hands off her might be his biggest battle yet…

Special operator Orlando Frost lives to fight for those who can’t defend themselves. So when a terrorist threatens innocent civilians with a deadly toxin, he’s up to the task of hunting them down and neutralizing the threat. He was not, however, prepared to fight his attraction to the brilliant and sexy infectious disease doctor he’s partnered with. 
 
    Eden Lowood spent years training for this day. Now, it’ll take all her knowledge to thwart a potentially devastating biological attack. Romance should be the last thing on her mind. But it’s not. Because the hot, charming military man she’s working with seems determined to break down the walls she’s spent so much time building around her wounded heart… 
 
    The plan is simple. Stop the bad guy, get the girl. Easy for someone like Frost, right? Maybe. But only if he’s willing to fight dirty. 
 
    Good thing all’s fair in love and war…

If you love unstoppable steamy romance and a tough military hero brought to his knees by a brainy doctor, 1-CLICK this romantic suspense novel and get your dose of action and adventure! Also BINGE the SEAL TEAM BLACKOUT series! 
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    The mall parking lot was packed, but there wasn’t a single person in sight. Special Operator Orlando Frost had seen a lot of mass destruction in his time serving in the military, but as the black SUV rolled up to the main entrance, a creeping sensation crawled over him. 
 
    The sensation of running into a deadly situation blind, with only his team on his six and the raw skills acquired from years of duty. 
 
    Before the vehicle stopped, Frost already had his door open. They all knew what to do. 
 
    He leaped out, the rest of his SEAL team hitting the ground right behind him. As a unit, they rushed the entrance of the mall. 
 
    Beyond the glass door, he spotted a mother pushing a stroller with two kids, her face a mask of fear only dulled by the fingerprints on the glass. 
 
    Frost signaled for his teammate to bar the woman from leaving. “Secure all entrances! Get every officer and member of the National Guard here to enforce it—nobody gets out!” 
 
    Lachlan stepped inside the door, keeping her from leaving as terrible as that felt to do. As Frost burst into the mall, screams of panic hit his ears. The place was packed on a Saturday afternoon—and in a state of destructive chaos. 
 
    “Blackout, stay sharp!” came his captain’s voice through the device in Frost’s ear. “We’re here to neutralize the threat. Leave the saving of lives to the rescue teams.” 
 
    Lachlan spoke to the mother in a firm voice, but her wails of distress sent a sharp pang through Frost. He was a sucker for young moms. Maybe because he’d never have a wife of his own to bear his children. He’d accepted that fate when he joined Blackout. 
 
    He ran toward a few uniformed men milling around this entrance, attempting to corral people. He called out to one to stop that woman with the stroller from leaving. At the same time the officer jogged up to the woman, Frost caught Lachlan’s attention. 
 
    His buddy met his stare. Frost could read his what-the-fuck look with ease. 
 
    Giving a shake of his head that he knew as much as the rest of the team about this threat at the biggest mall in the country, the Mall of America, he waved a hand for them to follow orders. He and Lachlan peeled off from the others, tactical gear rustling with every stride. 
 
    Their captain barked orders to divide each floor of the mall into quadrants and do a sweep for any suspicious persons . “Contain the situation. The bomb squad’s already searching the place, and the K-9 units are on the hunt.” 
 
    Shrieks sounded from Frost’s right. He swung that direction to see people being herded from the food court and directed down the stairs and escalators to the lower level. Uniformed officers were crawling all over the place, but rather than calming things down, their presence added to the chaos. 
 
    “It’s always a fucked-up mess when you get more than two squads on a scene,” he said to Lachlan. They reached a long corridor leading to the mall offices. 
 
    “No shit.” Lachlan took point and entered the hallway first. “Cops and fire departments say to evacuate. The National Guard says nobody leaves. And we’re just here to find whoever planted those suitcases.” 
 
    “What I wanna know is what the fuck’s in them that they don’t want anyone leaving.” 
 
    Shouts of “Clear!” rang in their ears as the rest of SEAL Team Blackout searched the huge mall. 
 
    He and Lachlan reached the first door. Through the tiny square of glass set into the white door, Frost made out a woman crouched down behind her desk. 
 
    He and his teammate exchanged a look, and Frost burst in. The woman scrambled out on her knees, hands up. 
 
    “I’m just a secretary! Don’t hurt me!” she cried. 
 
    “We’re here to help, ma’am. Have you seen anybody suspicious? Have you been attacked?” 
 
    Still on her knees, she lowered her hands. She shook her head, and her pinned hair that had probably been neat and tidy that morning when she came to work wobbled on the back of her head. 
 
    Frost reached out a hand to assist her to her feet. She stumbled, and he kept a firm grip on her until she was steady. “Are you all right, ma’am?” 
 
    She fixed her eyes on his chest and kept tilting her head to look up at his face. “Oh!” 
 
    He was used to people being shocked by his size. 
 
    “I-I think so, yes.” 
 
    “Can you make it out of here and downstairs on your own? They’re having everyone in the mall go to the lowest level.” 
 
    “Yes, I can make it.” 
 
    To ensure she could, he walked her to the door and opened it for her. He watched her set off on wobbly legs for a few paces before he joined Lachlan to search the other offices. 
 
    “What’s behind door number three?” Frost asked just as their captain interrupted. 
 
    “Blackout 6, Blackout 7.” 
 
    Whenever Frost heard his number—6—it felt like a hook in his gut. He tuned in to what his captain was saying. 
 
    “Get to ground zero. You’re needed for crowd control.” 
 
    Just then shouts broke out, echoing upward to the high ceiling. Frost raced down the corridor with Lachlan on his six. They passed by the secretary who was making slow progress to the escalators. 
 
    Frost waved an arm toward her as he ran by. All the while, the chatter in his ears grew more and more confusing. Talk had switched from a possible bomb threat to a biological one. Something about the suitcases that’d been discovered all over the mall leaking a strange substance. 
 
    “No fucking wonder they don’t want anyone leaving,” he muttered. 
 
    They took the stairs at lightning speed, passing mall guests hurrying to where they were told to go. When he reached the bottom, he saw why his commanding officer, Sparrow, had ordered him and Lachlan to help with crowd control. 
 
    A riot had broken out. 
 
    People surged against the main doors, yelling and hurling things at a line of National Guardsmen who blocked their exit. One had a megaphone and was yelling for them to calm down, that they had to be checked out by the biohazard control team before they could leave. 
 
    “This looks like it could be fun,” Frost grumbled under his breath, but Lachlan heard and chuckled. Together, they moved in on the mob. Their size alone tended to stop anyone in their tracks, and they used it to their advantage. 
 
    When Frost extended his arms to each side, he had a wingspan of seventy-six inches. One guy figured it out the hard way when he tried to rush past Frost to the exit. Frost shot out an arm, hitting him in the chest and knocking him back a few feet. 
 
    Anger bloomed red on the guy’s face. “You can’t keep us here with that…that…powder that’s filling the air!” 
 
    Frost and Lachlan locked gazes. Powder? What the fuck were they actually up against? 
 
    “Just calm down, sir. I promise we’re doing our best to make sure everyone is safe before you leave the mall,” he said automatically. 
 
    Someone whipped a shopping bag at his head. It glanced off his ear and hit the floor with a sound that was swallowed by the raucous cries of the mob. Another person tapped him on the arm. He shooed them off like a pesky fly. 
 
    “Sir! Sir, listen to me. I need you to put this on.” The feminine voice broke over the yells. 
 
    He tore his gaze from a couple of shoppers who seemed to be feeding the crowd’s violence and glanced down at a woman standing at his elbow. 
 
    She held up a white suit. “Put this on and come with me. I could use your help.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t take orders from you.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed minutely, but he caught the glare nonetheless. 
 
    “Look,” he told her in a voice that couldn’t get any nicer if he wanted to be heard, “I only take orders from my commanding officer.” 
 
    “But I need someone to help me. Someone big and…” She looked him over. “Persuasive. I have a problem in triage.” She waved the suit at him. 
 
    He raised a finger to his ear and depressed the button of his comms device. “Captain, I’ve got a woman—” 
 
    “Doctor,” she interjected. 
 
    “Doctor,” he amended, holding her stare, “asking me for help in triage.” 
 
    “Lach, can you cover Frost?” Sparrow responded instantly. 
 
    “I can hold this crowd back with one hand.” Lachlan tossed him a grin. This might be a scramble for some of the agencies here, but Blackout was the toughest motherfucking team in the country. Hell, the world. They had nothing to lose because they only had each other and the will to fight for their country. Everything else had been stripped away from them, their pasts wiped clean. 
 
    Frost dropped his arm to his sides and nodded at the doctor. 
 
    She led him outside to the parking lot where tents enclosed on all four sides had been erected. She walked at a quick pace ahead of him, her form shapeless in the white suit she wore. She entered through a flap. He ducked inside after her. 
 
    Spinning, she thrust the suit at him again. “Put this on. You’ll need it.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Through the mask that encircled her head similar to one of those beekeeper costumes, her eyes flashed. “I’m Dr. Eden Lowood. You’re in charge of containing the scene. I’m in charge of containing the biological threat somebody dumped into suitcases and scattered around the mall. You’re wearing the suit.” She spoke the last through clenched teeth. 
 
    He stared at her mouth through her mask, ingesting it all—who she was, the threat and the damn suit. He recognized a kindred spirit in her determination, the spark of a fellow fighter. 
 
    Then he forced his stare from her full lips to what was happening inside the tent. If the inside of the mall was chaos, this was all-out war. Punches were being thrown. People kept bolting to the flaps, and others in the white protective suits were jumping in front of them and pushing them back. One man sat in the corner, bleeding from a cut that no one could get to behind the mask he wore. 
 
    Suddenly, the severity of the situation struck. Frost held out a hand. “I doubt that white thing will fit me. I’ll wear the breathing apparatus.” 
 
    She looked him over as if assessing his size. “And gloves.” 
 
    “Fine. Give me the gloves too.” 
 
    She handed him everything. He tossed the one-size-fit-everybody-but-him suit onto a nearby table and donned the remaining gear, watching Dr. Eden Lowood walk away from him. 
 
    If the word coming to him was correct, then this was an act of bioterrorism…  
 
    At least they had a doctor strong enough to take charge…even if she did resemble a human marshmallow who’d come to save the world. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “Dr. Lowood! Over here.” 
 
    Eden searched the insanity inside the tent for the source of the voice. To say things had spiraled out of control in the blink of an eye was a severe understatement. She might have trained her entire professional life for an event just like this, but facing an actual biological threat was harder than she first thought. 
 
    Her gaze landed on the petite frame of her assistant, Mara. Bustling over to her in a rustle of stiff white fabric, Eden spotted the rest of her team closing in on them. 
 
    Get it together, Lowood. Time to organize. 
 
    She waved her arms to encourage them closer so they could hear her through the masks they all wore. “Okay, everyone. We’ve got work to do. This substance has particles small enough to leak out of the suitcase walls and be carried on the air currents inside the mall.” 
 
    She swept her gaze over the group of seven doctors, all of whom worked for the Center for Disease Control, each as brilliant as the next. The youngest of them was her assistant, who’d graduated early from every educational program she ever entered; Mara was just twenty-four years old. Practically a baby in the eyes of the world, a fledgling bird who should be worrying about her social life, not how to contain a threat that could potentially kill a thousand people today. 
 
    She put her hand on Mara’s forearm. Through the barrier of gloves and suits, it felt as if she were touching a mannequin from one of the stores inside the mall. “Be on the lookout for breathing problems, nausea, changes in skin pallor. Of course any loss of consciousness will require immediate action.” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “Look for breaks in the skin and eruptions. Any scratches on the skin barrier. Even a hangnail could be an entry point.” 
 
    “Got it, Doctor,” one of her male doctors said. 
 
    She continued. “We’re going to funnel every single mall guest through triage. Anyone who fits the conditions I just stated will have their blood drawn and labeled for further testing. We cannot let them leave.” She jerked her head toward the big man she’d recruited to help her out. 
 
    Currently, he was blocking one of the tent flaps, while some guys in National Guard uniforms blocked the rest of the openings. 
 
    “If a patient appears fine and has no breaks in the skin or symptoms at all, you and you,” she pointed to two team members, “will escort them to the other tent. There they will be observed for an hour before they’re allowed to leave. We can’t let this threat get out. If even one person is carrying it, they can spread it to thousands just by taking the bus home.” 
 
    They gave her a nod of understanding. 
 
    “Okay, team. I have total faith in you, but don’t get sloppy. This is a marathon, not a sprint.” 
 
    With this information conveyed, she sent her team to work. Eden turned, looking at the people being brought into the makeshift triage center they’d set up on the fly at the first notice of a threat. 
 
    Inside, her nerves were snapping like the mall flags in the stiff Minnesota wind. She might not have dealt with anything of this severity before, but so far she had it all together, right? She was handling herself even if she was rapidly learning that being trained in something wasn’t the same as doing it. 
 
    Now to get that lab set up. 
 
    She hurried up to the tent flap where the giant of a man stood with his arms folded. The steely look in his eyes would be enough to scare off monsters. Heck, the powder in those suitcases would probably take one look at him and dissolve into nothing. 
 
    She met his stare. He returned it in an unwavering fashion that left her feeling uneasy but for no reason she could name. He didn’t scare her. 
 
    “I need to get out,” she told him. 
 
    He peered at her through the mask for a minute before unzipping the flap and stepping aside. She didn’t have time to stand there gaping at all those muscles, even if she’d never seen so many up close. 
 
    She rushed past him. On the way by, the sleeve of her suit brushed against his arm. 
 
    The heavy vinyl flap swished into place behind her. The zipping sound faded away as she hurried toward the big van parked not far off. When the workers she’d called in spotted her, the team crossed the asphalt to meet her. 
 
    Six people from various university hospitals rounded out the best she could ever hope for even if she’d spent months hand-selecting them rather than recruiting on the fly. 
 
    After giving them orders about how to handle the blood that was drawn and how to process it, she looked toward the second unit that had just arrived on the scene. A bus with a mobile clinic could help with the more advanced cases, and hopefully, save some lives. 
 
    Not that she knew exactly what they were up against. She needed a sample of that powder, stat. If this substance was unknown, then there wasn’t an antidote. She’d have to create that in her lab back in Washington, DC. 
 
    But DC was so far away from Minnesota, and there wasn’t really time for any of that. Which meant more decisions made on the fly. There were protocols surrounding bioterrorism attacks, but the nation had never encountered one quite like this before. The chemical makeup of the contaminant was different from anything previously seen—the thing of genius, really, even if it was terrible. 
 
    More personnel arrived. She spent the next hour helping them set up several tents to be used as decontamination stations. Anyone healthy enough to leave would first go through the showers and their clothing would be sprayed with a cleansing solution in a separate unit. They’d be given disposable hospital patient tops and bottoms before being sent home with their bag of chemically decontaminated clothes. 
 
    Feeling that she had most of the systems in place, Eden returned to the main triage tent. As soon as she reached the flap opening, the big military dude met her. 
 
    He was at least as tall as a tree and as broad as one of those old oaks that grew on her parents’ property back in Virginia. When she was little, she used to hug those big trunks and try to get her hands to meet on the other side. She never could. 
 
    “Doctor.” He waved her near. 
 
    She had to stand a little too close to him in order to hear what he was saying. 
 
    “We have all the mall exits locked down, including employee exits. Another National Guard unit will be here within the hour.” 
 
    She tipped her head back to look up at him. He must be six and a half feet in those thick-soled military-issue boots. “Thank you for letting me know. Uh—excuse me.” 
 
    After hurrying away, she was immediately bombarded with requests for a second pair of eyes and questions about the protocol concerning the blood testing. She threw herself into each task, giving every second that ticked by her undivided attention. There was no room for error. 
 
    So far, they’d found three people with prior abrasions on their skin who were being monitored for signs of illness. And before long, one woman—five months pregnant with her first child—developed lesions on her skin. 
 
    Concern morphed into a wave of terror that washed over Eden. Up until this moment, she’d thought of all these people as case studies. But seeing the young mom-to-be worsen struck Eden like nothing else ever could. 
 
    One of her team members approached her, but she held up a hand. “I need a minute,” she told him. 
 
    She swung around in search of a private corner to regroup, rally and process her strong reaction to seeing that poor woman…and found the big guy watching her. 
 
    His steady, direct gaze didn’t waver, just like the first time. And just like the first time, she stood locked in some sort of trance for a heartbeat. 
 
    A scream ripping through the tent set her in motion. She twisted away to hurry to another part of the tent that had been partitioned off, trusting her team to care for the patient who’d yelled. 
 
    Quickly, she swept her gaze over the area stacked with boxes of supplies for a place to sit down and recover from the past few intense hours. She spotted a plastic bucket, turned it over and sank to it. 
 
    It felt good to be off her feet even for a few stolen seconds even if she couldn’t afford to take a break. All she could see, though, was that pregnant woman with the raised red lesions on her neck. 
 
    Eden meshed her gloved hands and stared down at them until the stinging sensation in her eyes receded. After drawing ten deep breaths, she was as good to continue as she could hope for. 
 
    She walked to the partition and slipped out. A muscled chest filled her vision, and she nearly slammed into the mountain of a man. 
 
    She jumped back before plowing into him. Physically running into the man would be equivalent to driving at a high speed into a brick wall. “Uhh,” she stammered. “Did you need something?” 
 
    “I came to ask what you need.” He didn’t just look at her. His eyes locked with hers.  
 
    She hadn’t noticed before but they were deep, dark brown. And though they were as hard as coal, they were much softer than the rest of him. 
 
    She wet her lips, noticing suddenly how dry they were. “A Diet Pepsi.” 
 
    One black brow shot high. “Do I look like a waiter?” 
 
    She looked him over. “No. You look like a guy who needs to go through the decontamination tent. I never should have allowed you to come in here without a suit.” 
 
    “Unless you’re stitching two of those things together, I couldn’t have put one on anyway. As for the decontamination tent, I’m good.” 
 
    She threw a glance past his bulky arm into the makeshift hospital. “That’s what the guy in bed seven said before he started bleeding out of his eyes. Do you have any idea of the threat here? This is a level four.” 
 
    “And that’s bad?” 
 
    “Really bad.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to tell him more, including her suspicions about the biological threat’s origins, but he turned without a word. 
 
    He crossed the big tent in just a few strides and disappeared through the flap. She managed to expel a single sigh of appreciation for how his muscles rolled with every step he took before getting called away to help with that patient in bed seven who actually was critical now. 
 
    The next ten minutes were spent moving him out to a new quarantined location, along with the pregnant woman. 
 
    Eden finally had a moment to think and went in search of the big recruit again. She couldn’t find him inside or out. At last, she thought to check the decontamination area, hoping he’d finally taken her advice. 
 
    When she barged into the shower area, her eyes landed on a wall of muscle. Naked muscle. 
 
    The man was stacked with it from neck to toe. He probably had a few hidden bands of muscle wrapped around his skull too. 
 
    He looked up at her. “Goddammit. What?” 
 
    She whirled away from the sight of him showering. Wet. And stacked with muscle. 
 
    “I came to tell you that you should have all your team members come to the decontamination tent too.” 
 
    A beat of silence sounded before his low voice rocked her senses. “And this couldn’t wait?” 
 
    “Nope. Just…doing my job.” At first her feet didn’t obey, but she forced them to move. She quickly walked away, hurling herself back into the work of directing her team and checking on the initial lab reports from the sick. 
 
    What felt like five minutes later, the big guy appeared beside her. She couldn’t quite meet his eyes. If she looked at him, she’d only see his naked, tanned flesh stretched over those layers of muscle. 
 
    He held out a Diet Pepsi to her. 
 
    Her frazzled nerves frayed even more. “How’d you know?” 
 
    “You asked for it earlier.” 
 
    She blinked and then took the drink. “Right. I did. Thank you. And thank you for being such a big help here.” 
 
    He didn’t respond, only stared at her until she felt like a bug under a magnifying glass. 
 
    “I’ll just drink this outside. While I’m thinking of how to find a place to study the biohazardous material and a place to create the antidote.” She raised her unopened can to him in tribute and slipped out of the flap. 
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    Frost had seen a lot of shit in his years in the military. This didn’t come close to matching a battle, but he’d never been happier to walk out of that tent. He crossed the endless parking lot to where his team was gathered. 
 
    Through his comms device, he’d been following their chatter, which let him clearly envision the things they’d faced in the mall. Riots, rages and standoffs between them and the angry public that demanded exit—right now. A total of six suitcases had been located, though none by Blackout, and they hadn’t found the person who’d planted them either. 
 
    He admired the hell out of Sparrow, who remained calm and in control through it all. 
 
    As he approached, Lachlan turned his head and spotted Frost. “Here’s the guy who stood around in a tent all day. Man, did he have it easy.” 
 
    His lips twitched in a smile as he reached the group. “You talkin’ behind my back, asshole? Doesn’t work when your voice is coming through loud and clear across the comms.” He squared off with his buddy. 
 
    Lachlan reached out and clapped him on the shoulder. “You missed all the good stuff, bro.” 
 
    Visions of that man in bed seven with tears of blood and the woman who’d rapidly sickened being loaded into ambulances for transport filled his head. 
 
    “I woulda rather been with my team. But I go where I’m ordered to go.” 
 
    The Blackout team stood in a loose cluster, all looking like they did after a three-day raid on a bunker in the Middle East. And their newest member Spence, aka Mustang, sported a black eye. 
 
    Frost twitched his jaw toward him. “How’d you get that?” 
 
    A crooked grin touched his lips. “Monster of a guy stepped out of nowhere and sucker punched me.” 
 
    Sparrow swung from Mustang to Frost, an amused quirk to his lips. “Don’t let him convince you of his lies. He got sucker-punched by a soccer mom.” 
 
    A laugh bubbled up Frost’s throat. “You’re joking, right? How did a soccer mom manage to land a punch?” 
 
    Mustang brushed a finger around the bottom edge of the bruise darkening his eye. “Have you ever been to a peewee game? Those chicks can be mean. They know how to brawl. Gotta protect their offspring, after all.” He shot a grin at Frost. 
 
    “So what else did I miss?” He looked to their CO. 
 
    Sparrow shifted his stance wider and folded his arms across his broad chest, a pose they all recognized when he was about to dive into particulars about a mission. “From what we’ve gathered from eyewitness reports and security cameras, two men entered the mall at approximately 1100 hours carrying big paper shopping bags. The bags were used to conceal the suitcases, which they proceeded to place in specific locations around the mall.” 
 
    “Specific locations?” Frost prompted. 
 
    “They placed them near the air returns for the ventilation system.” 
 
    “How did they do this without becoming contaminated with the biohazardous material themselves?” Frost sent a look back at the tents, distracted with thinking about Dr. Lowood and the disaster she was in charge of handling right now. 
 
    “Face masks,” Bishop spoke up. He ran a hand over his short hair. “With people still wearing masks for Covid, nobody thought a thing about two men wearing masks and carrying shopping bags. They slipped in, deposited the cases and slipped out.” 
 
    “How would simple face masks protect them from whatever the substance in the cases is?” Frost had witnessed firsthand how those who’d come in contact with the powder were affected. 
 
    He’d seen civilians who lost limbs from landmines and kids who stumbled through rubble trying to find family members after bomb blasts. Those were horrific images to carry with him, but after spending several hours in that tent, he carried new ideas about terrorism. 
 
    Bishop answered his question. “Their masks are probably lined with a more protective material. Their coats appeared thicker than the weather called for too.” 
 
    “You got access to the footage, I assume,” Frost said to Sparrow. 
 
    He gave a nod and withdrew his phone. After a few swipes across the screen, he pulled up some still shots of one man depositing a case near the food court—the first case that raised the alert that something big was happening at the Mall of America. 
 
    Frost studied the photo for a moment. “Do you think Abubakar’s behind this?” 
 
    A ripple ran through the team. 
 
    Sparrow drew up straight. “I do. It’s in line with his style.” 
 
    Mashala Abubakar had been on the US watchlist for years. A confirmed terrorist. Blackout had been on his tail for months now, looking to run him to ground and end his reign of terror. But so far, the man was as slippery as a venomous viper, evading them each time they believed they were close. 
 
    Jaw firmly set, Sparrow swept them with a look. “Commander Barrett is still getting confirmation on this, but I’m pretty damn certain we’ll be able to pin this act on Abubakar. As soon as we receive orders, we’ll be flipping rocks in order to put a stop to his group.” 
 
    “We’re going to shut him down once and for all.” Bishop spoke with such conviction that he could have been a politician rallying the masses, or a man of God instilling faith in his flock. 
 
    Several of his teammates nodded, completely confident that their skills would win the day, any day of the week. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Frost caught sight of a person moving toward them. The small figure crossing the parking lot came more and more into focus until he picked out who it was. 
 
    “Sparrow, Dr. Lowood is coming toward us.” 
 
    They all turned to look at the woman who’d removed her white suit, mask and gloves and wore only medical scrubs. Frost broke from his team to meet her. First thing he noticed was how drawn her features were. Her eyes no longer held the bright conviction that she could do any good for those people that he’d once seen. 
 
    She looked like a woman who’d seen some shit too, and it had already bowed her shoulders a bit more than they had been earlier in the day. 
 
    When she met his gaze, something tugged at his chest. In two long strides, he reached her side. 
 
    “What is it?” He expected her to tell him that they’d lost them all—every last person who’d been funneled through triage and directed to quarantine. A thousand people gone. 
 
    She drew her shoulders back and shifted her stare to the guys standing behind him. 
 
    Half turning, he swept out a hand in introduction. “My team.” 
 
    She nodded. “Mind if I address all of you at the same time? I only want to say this once.” 
 
    He led her to the group. “Everyone, this is Dr. Eden Lowood. She’s in charge of finding out what that contaminant is and how it’s affecting the mall guests.” 
 
    When she stood on the outer edge of the group, she appeared small and fragile. But her steely core showed itself when she began to speak. 
 
    “I’ve identified the biohazard. It looks to be a genetically engineered virus.” 
 
    “It was created in a lab?” he asked her. 
 
    “Yes.” She flicked her gaze over him. In that moment, he noticed her hair was damp, which meant she’d been in that decontamination shower. The strands that were still wet clung in thick tendrils against the side of her throat, a deeper brown than the dry strands. In the faded evening sunlight, the color glistened like honey in a jar. 
 
    He brought his mind back to what she was saying about the virus. “My team and I are working hard to find out its origin, but I need to be at my lab, with my equipment, in order to study it further. And…from what I can tell, this was a direct attack.” 
 
    Silence followed for only a beat. 
 
    “Thank you for the information, Doctor,” Sparrow said. “We’re aware.” 
 
    “I have a lot of work ahead of me, and I’m not sure I’ll see you again”—her gaze sought out Frost—“so I thought it best to tell you in person what I know.” 
 
    Again, he experienced a small tugging sensation. 
 
    He wasn’t ready to let her walk away and face all this alone. “If we come in contact with this substance again, what’s the best way to handle it?” 
 
    “Don’t handle it all. Call in reinforcements and someone equipped to deal with it. You’ve seen how the attack began—stored in cases that weren’t sealed. Just closing a suitcase or locking it isn’t enough. This stuff is dangerous—you’ve seen so yourself.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “And if it were stored properly? What would that look like?” 
 
    She studied him. “You’re thinking that you may come across more of it.” 
 
    “That’s right, Doctor.” 
 
    She rolled her shoulders as if they ached. They probably did. Wearing that suit all day must have weighed her small frame down. He just knew underneath those loose scrubs she was even finer-boned than he initially thought. 
 
    “Whoever created this would know how to store it properly and how to handle it to keep from being contaminated himself.” 
 
    “Himself?” Sparrow interjected. 
 
    Frost waved to his teammate. “This is Sparrow.” 
 
    She gave a nod before making the correction. “Or herself. I haven’t made any connections as to who’s responsible—yet. I need my lab for further study.” 
 
    “And that’s safe for you to do?” Frost’s question garnered strange looks from several of the guys standing close to him. 
 
    Her green eyes had hints of blue in them. Something he hadn’t picked up on through their masks. “Thank you for your concern, but… You know, I didn’t catch your name all day.” 
 
    “It’s Frost.” 
 
    She pulled her lips inward, pursing them almost, before relaxing. “I’m quite capable of handling this substance, Frost.” 
 
    “Is there an antidote available?” Bishop drew her attention with his question. 
 
    Her gaze shifted to him. “Not that I’m aware of. Until I create one, of course.” 
 
    Frost looked to his captain. “DC’s too far away. We need to get her into a lab—now.” 
 
    The gears worked behind Sparrow’s eyes. “Isn’t there a secret lab in South Dakota?” 
 
    Her brows shot up. “A secret lab? In South Dakota? I can name every lab on several continents and you’re telling me there’s one nearby I don’t know about?” 
 
    Sparrow nodded. “Near the Cheyenne River Reservation.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Of course, once again, the government’s less concerned about the indigenous population and puts in a lab I can only guess is being used to test the most controversial things.” 
 
    Frost studied her face, amused by her reaction to the location of the lab and her reason for it. He was also awed by her dedication to her work. 
 
    It wasn’t very often he was surprised by someone, let alone awed. 
 
    “We didn’t build it,” Frost said. “We can just get you there to work. You good with that?” 
 
    She didn’t even hesitate to answer. “Sure. I can be ready in half an hour.” 
 
    A woman who didn’t waste any time. He could appreciate that. 
 
    Sparrow swung away to go. “We’ll make it happen. We can get her there by private plane.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Eden and three of her top assistants piled out of the van. The shuttle had picked them up in the mall parking lot and transported them to the private airstrip. The small private jet sitting there on the runway made her feel she was stepping into somebody else’s life. 
 
    Every minute was becoming more and more incredible, like the stuff out of the movies or thriller novels. 
 
    But it was real. Right down to the human lives in danger. 
 
    When Frost said “private plane,” she’d pictured one of those old military planes from war movies, with the battered body bearing years of wear after shuttling cargo back and forth. This craft was shiny and appeared brand-new. 
 
    Shouldering her bag filled with the few items she’d thrown together back in DC when she got the call that morning, she slowly set off across the tarmac toward the jet. 
 
    Just as she reached the stairs, a man ducked through the opening. 
 
    “Hol-y hotness,” whispered one of her assistants from behind Eden. 
 
    She wanted to shush the woman, but how could she when she was absolutely right? Frost’s huge shoulders cleared the frame of the plane. She imagined what might happen if he didn’t fit through the opening. Would the metal dent? 
 
    His gaze settled on her and he started down the stairs, his black pants clinging to his thighs and tugging oh-so-distractingly across his crotch. 
 
    She quickly turned her attention away and cast a look over her shoulder to make sure her crew was following. They were—and they were just as mesmerized by the man as she was. Even the only male doctor on her crew appeared to be crushing on Frost. 
 
    As he reached the ground, he nodded to her. “You made it with no trouble?” 
 
    “No trouble at all. You had everything in place.” 
 
    “Not me—Sparrow took care of everything. I’m just along for the ride.” He cast his gaze over her crew. 
 
    “Oh. Frost, this is my team, the best of the best. Drs. Alicia Silvers, Kimberly Dover, Mara Setzer and Jay Arteaga.” She pointed to each person. 
 
    He gave each of them a nod of respect. “Everyone ready?” 
 
    The four of them gave their assent. 
 
    “Before we board, I need you to hand over your phones.” 
 
    They all gaped at him. Then Eden stepped forward. “We can’t hand over our phones, Frost. We need them.” 
 
    “We’ll provide one to you. But this is protocol.” He held out a hand, waiting for them to obey his command. 
 
    With a sigh, the first doctor placed her phone in his palm. One by one, the rest followed suit, all but Eden. 
 
    Waiting, he cocked a brow at her. She backed up a step and shook her head. “I need my phone. I don’t have contacts memorized. What if I need to get in touch with someone in an emergency?” 
 
    “We’ll help you out. One of our team is great at tech.” 
 
    Still, she didn’t hand over the device. 
 
    He pitched his voice low. “Eden.” 
 
    “What if someone asked you to hand over a device that could help you save the life of thousands?” 
 
    “I follow all orders.” 
 
    They stared at each other in a standoff for a long heartbeat. An exasperated noise broke from her, and she reached into her pocket. She set it on his palm with the stack of others. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re not welcome.” 
 
    He bit off a smile and waved for them to follow. Eden set off first. That meant she got a very up close and personal view of his backside and muscled legs ascending the stairs in front of her. 
 
    He ducked back through the opening, forcing her to turn her attention to the aircraft. It was surprisingly spacious. Though it sported the normal seats of a commercial flight, they were thickened with more padding and spread out in rows of two. 
 
    “Sit wherever you like,” Frost said. 
 
    Her teammates were doctors and nerds. Introverts too. So they selected seats away from the military  personnel onboard. But being the fifth member of her crew, she was left without a seat partner. 
 
    Of course, she didn’t care about socializing at a time like this. A deadly threat loomed over the country. People were already sick. Their initial assessment of the mall guests suggested they should be fine…but not knowing this biological threat or its effects yet, who knew if they’d all remain healthy? 
 
    After she stowed her bag in the overhead compartment, she slipped into a vacant window seat. 
 
    She’d barely settled before a shadow fell over her. Next thing she knew, Frost dropped into the seat next to her. 
 
    His eyes gleamed as he sent her a side-eyed look. 
 
    Her nerves were suddenly bubbling like distilled water in a Bunsen burner. “This is nice,” she said to cover her reaction. 
 
    His thick arm took over the armrest. She tucked her own closer to her body. Good thing she was on the lean side, something she’d hated growing up when girls were developing and she came to a stopping point after only filling out an A cup. She crossed her legs in the loose cotton pants she’d quickly changed into before coming to the airstrip. 
 
    Frost tracked the movement. Was he staring at her crossed legs? 
 
    Her nerves gave a stutter that continued when he swung his gaze up to her face. His appraisal had her insides cranked beyond the two hundred twelve degrees Fahrenheit that was boiling point. 
 
    “You thought they send us around in cargo carriers? That’s just for TV shows. We are actually treated like normal people.” Frost’s statements hit pretty close to her initial surprise about their mode of transportation. 
 
    She nodded to show she’d heard him, but swept her gaze over the passengers. Her crew was settling in, seated in pairs. And by the looks of it, his team had all boarded too. 
 
    “Are you Marines?” she asked. 
 
    The jet engines rumbled to life. 
 
    “No.” His answer didn’t invite further questions. “Better buckle your seatbelt.” 
 
    She reached for it and barely had it clicked into place when the plane began to taxi. No pilot came over the intercom to tell them the temperature or their destination or the state of the skies they were about to take to. The plane seemed to roll a very short time before taking off. 
 
    “You all right?” Frost’s stare was trained on her. 
 
    “Yes.” She clenched her fingers in her lap. 
 
    “Nervous about flying?” 
 
    “No. This is just…different from any flight I’ve ever been on. No-nonsense, if that makes sense to you. None of the steps between boarding and takeoff. No calls to the gate or showing your boarding pass.” 
 
    His lips quirked at one corner. A tiny C formed around it but fell away the instant his smile did. “I prefer it, if I had to choose.” 
 
    She nodded. “So do I.” 
 
    Neither spoke as the plane reached cruising altitude and evened out. She continued to stare toward the front of the plane, waiting for the pilot’s voice to project through the speakers. 
 
    “The pilot really doesn’t talk during the flight?” 
 
    Frost’s smile appeared again. “Does that bother you?” 
 
    “There is someone flying the plane, right? It’s not some military autopilot?” 
 
    He chuckled, the sound low and gritty. “Yes, there really is someone flying the plane. Relax, Doctor. You’re pretty keyed up.” He shot a glance at her white-knuckled fingers in her lap. 
 
    She immediately focused on unclenching them and flattening her fingers that were chilled from clutching them so tight. “It’s been a…different kind of day,” she said. 
 
    “No doubt for you.” 
 
    “But not for you?” What sort of things did the man get into? And if he wasn’t a Marine, what branch of military was he? She studied the group seated ahead of them. All she could see were the backs of their heads and some bulky body parts projecting into the aisle. But nobody wore an insignia revealing what branch they served in. 
 
    Living in DC, she’d seen plenty of airshows and parades. These guys were all bigger, tougher and meaner-looking than any she’d seen before. Did that make them Navy SEALs? 
 
    “Look, I know this must be strange to you, Doctor.” 
 
    “Eden,” she interjected, smoothing her hair over her shoulder. “If we’re going to keep working together, call me Eden.” 
 
    The lights in his deep brown eyes shone brighter. “Eden. I was just going to say that you and your crew are safe. We’re here to protect you.” 
 
    Her eyes flew wide. “Who would we need protection from?” 
 
    When he shrugged, his shoulder brushed against hers. Okay, it sort of knocked her sideways. 
 
    She wobbled in her seat, pitching toward the wall of the plane. She tightened the muscles of her torso in order to remain upright, but she felt as though she’d just been slapped. 
 
    His gaze found hers again. “Look, let’s be honest with each other, okay? You know stuff. I know stuff.” 
 
    “What kind of stuff do you know?” 
 
    “That the terrorist we believe is responsible for this is bad news. The most dangerous on our radar at this time. That’s about all I can tell you on that front, but if I feel something is of importance to your work, I’ll be sure to share it with you. Whatever we’re both able to share will only help the other team. Got it?” 
 
    She nodded but turned inward, deep in thought as the jet raced through the sky. She didn’t have much to share—not yet—but she got the feeling once she reached that lab, she would. 
 
    Frost was right. If they were going to beat this threat, she needed all the help she could get, even if she didn’t know exactly who that aid was coming from. 
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    Frost’s boots echoed loudly on the simple white tile floor of the laboratory. All around him, the spaces were white, bland, unremarkable. 
 
    This place was pretty much what he expected—a secret lab set on a remote reservation in one of those states that didn’t stand out as exciting to most of the population. The brown brick exterior didn’t give away much about the interior. And that was more sterile than a hospital. 
 
    He held the door for the first of Eden’s team to pass through. She paused, looked around, and continued on. One by one, they entered, with Eden bringing up the rear. 
 
    Frost let the others pass with hardly a glance, but he looked at her harder. The drawn lines around her lips showed how tired she was. Her skin appeared even paler than it had when she boarded that flight back in Minnesota, too. But she hadn’t complained one time on the trip. 
 
    She shuffled through the door and moved directly to the tall doctor in a lab coat waiting to greet them. Her face broke into a smile. 
 
    So did his. 
 
    “Why, Dr. Peale, I haven’t seen you since graduation!” 
 
    He clasped her hand tightly between both of his and smiled into her eyes. 
 
    Frost eyed them both. His orders were to deliver the scientists to the lab and return to Blackout. The other guys were headed to their temporary quarters, a nearby house rented for them until they were called to some other threat. 
 
    But after seeing Eden glowing up at the tall doctor, Frost was sticking around a while. 
 
    He strode up to them. 
 
    “I never guessed you’d be in a place like this, Evander,” she was saying to the doctor. “It seems so remote, and you were always such a city boy in college.” 
 
    He held his arms out to his sides and then let them drop. “You know how it is. Go where the—” 
 
    “Challenges are,” they finished together. Then laughed. 
 
    Frost cut in front of Eden, sticking out his hand. The doctor’s gaze landed on him, and damn if Frost wasn’t happy to see his smile fade a bit. 
 
    “Frost,” he introduced himself. 
 
    Eden jumped in as they clasped hands. “Frost, this is Evander Peale. He and I attended MIT together.” 
 
    Frost squeezed his hand harder than necessary, and he didn’t even know why. Typically, he wasn’t a dick about showing guys up when it came to size or strength. It was clear to anybody with two eyes that he had exceptional genes. He towered over most men and his strength and skill spoke for themselves. He didn’t need to one-up this guy. 
 
    So why was he doing it now? 
 
    Evander pumped his hand once before sliding his own from Frost’s clasp. He let it hang at his side. Frost’s lips curled in private amusement at seeing his fingers twitch as if trying to uncrumple them after that handshake. 
 
    As if sensing some undercurrent between them, Eden stepped between them. “Thank you for agreeing to host us at your laboratory, Evander.” 
 
    He glanced at her and then Frost. “Well, I don’t own it. The government does. But you’re welcome to utilize everything here. You and your staff”—he turned to include the rest of her team as if suddenly realizing there were people in the room besides Dr. Eden Lowood—“should make yourselves at home.” 
 
    She smiled at him again. “Just like old times in the dorm when you’d open your doors to anyone who wanted to stop by and chat for hours.” 
 
    He chuckled, looking less strained than when interacting with Frost. “I often ended up with an empty fridge when you all left.” 
 
    Eden threw him a warm smile. “I can’t guarantee that we won’t eat all your snacks here too. Speaking of amenities, we’d all like to freshen up after our flight.” 
 
    Evander cast him a look from the corner of his eye. “Sure, right this way, Eden. I’m really shocked to see you here, though I don’t know why I am. You were top of the class and had the most promise of any of us.” 
 
    She didn’t deny his claims. She didn’t flush or titter like most women would at such a compliment from a man. Eden remained composed and coolly in charge of this situation, like she had been back in those tents. 
 
    “Thanks, Evander. Now why don’t you show us around?” She looked around to include her crew, who followed the pair out of the room. 
 
    Frost watched them go, feeling his features ripple with a scowl. 
 
    Eden and Evander were old chums. Both brilliant, he was sure, and had loads in common. Hell, even their names sounded good together, like they were one of those hipster organic brands of all-cotton clothing that wealthy mommies loved to dress their kids in. 
 
    And Eden and Frost sounded like cheap ice cream that gave you the runs. 
 
    They disappeared through one of the doors and Eden didn’t even spare him a backward glance. 
 
    What did he care anyway? He’d fulfilled his duties and got her to the lab. Now he could return to Blackout and get on with…whatever came next. 
 
    After checking twice that she wasn’t turning back to say goodbye to him, he strode to the door and walked out of the lab. The South Dakota wind smelled of dust and earth, just as he’d expect. He filled his lungs with a deep breath of it, hoping to rid himself of the scent of Dr. Eden Lowood’s shampoo that had tormented him the entire flight. 
 
    The transport van was parked out front, waiting for him. The driver sent to shuttle them from the airstrip to the lab was playing on his phone but looked up when Frost jumped into the passenger seat. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he grumbled. 
 
    “No problem. I’m Anthony, by the way.” The guy couldn’t be more than twenty-five. Hell, Frost had held down flies with his index finger longer than this kid had held down any position. 
 
    Anthony pocketed his phone and put the vehicle in gear. The lab was in the middle of nowhere. The landscape stood barren, an almost expected requirement surrounding a secret government lab. 
 
    His mind drifted back to Eden. Would she need anything else from him? What if she did? He hadn’t thought to exchange phone numbers with her. She wouldn’t know how to reach him. 
 
    In minutes, they’d left the limits of the rez and entered a small town. 
 
    “Damn, there’s nothing here,” he muttered. 
 
    The driver pulled his attention from the empty road. “You’ve never been here before?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “I’m new to the job, but I’ve dropped a few government officials off at the lab.” 
 
    Frost eyed him. “Shouldn’t that information be classified?” 
 
    A dark stain of embarrassment crossed his face. “Uh, I didn’t mention any names, so I thought…” 
 
    “Save it. I’m not gonna turn you in, kid.” 
 
    Why was he busting this guy’s balls? He didn’t give a damn that the town was probably so small it didn’t even sport a pizza joint, or that the kid had let it slip about delivering government officials to the lab. 
 
    He tried to tell himself he was tired, maybe a little hangry. The last thing he’d eaten was two energy bars on the flight to Minnesota after they got the initial call about the threat. He’d lasted on far less, for far longer, but he was a big guy and it took a lot to fuel a body like his. 
 
    They didn’t drive more than five minutes before the kid pulled up in front of a two-story house and stopped. 
 
    “This is you. Feel free to call if you need any more rides. I’m staying just down the street.” He offered Frost a nervous smile. “I’m on orders to stick around for the next few days.” 
 
    Without a word, Frost climbed out and shut the door. He started toward the house, but feeling bad about his behavior, turned back to give the kid a chin-lift of farewell. 
 
    He got a wave in return. 
 
    When Lachlan met him at the door, he took one look at Frost’s face and grunted. “What crawled up your ass, Frost?” 
 
    “I’m not in the mood.” He brushed past his friend in search of a shower. During his angsty teens, he discovered that a cold shower helped drive whatever unwarranted anger he carried that day out of his mind and body. 
 
    He disliked his hotheaded side. He’d been trying to tamp it down for years, mostly because his little half-sister Kit hated it. He might enjoy teasing the hell out of her, but he loved seeing her happy even more. 
 
    Two of the guys were crashed on sofas in the living room, still wearing their boots. He passed the doorway and continued on, finding a few others in the kitchen, including the one and only female on the team, Lena, who was getting harassed about her place being in the kitchen and why didn’t she whip them all up some sandwiches? 
 
    He caught her eye and winked just as she flipped the bird to the guys grouped around her. 
 
    “Frost.” Sparrow’s voice sounded from behind him. 
 
    He turned. 
 
    “Get the doctors all settled in?” 
 
    He sure as hell did. 
 
    Without even a goodbye. Without a backward glance. 
 
    “Yeah,” was all he said. 
 
    Sparrow tuned into his mood. “Grab a shower. We shouldn’t receive more orders today.” 
 
    He didn’t move, though. “Any word on what happened to those transported patients? The ones who are really ill?” 
 
    “Radio silence. But if I hear anything, you’ll be the first to know. You did real good back there, helping out in the tent.” 
 
    He shrugged off his CO’s praise. “Didn’t do much.” Got Dr. Lowood that Diet Pepsi she asked for…and ended up more involved than a carbonated beverage called for. 
 
    Sparrow turned toward the kitchen, where laughter echoed. “Food should be ready when you’re done in the shower,” he tossed over his shoulder. 
 
    Frost searched a couple rooms before locating the bathroom. Houses like this were all the same. How many like it had they holed up in, lying low while waiting for orders? He quickly stripped and twisted on the faucet. 
 
    Not bothering to wait for the water to warm up, he stepped under the spray. Cool drops pounded his face and neck, running down his torso to the trim hair around his cock. 
 
    He twisted to allow the cold water to hit his spine and work out the kink between his shoulders that he’d felt tighten when Eden’s face lit up at the sight of her old college friend. 
 
    It shouldn’t get under his skin so much. He and Eden had exchanged only a few minutes of conversation, and none of it personal. So why was the encounter between her and Evander eating at him? 
 
    Maybe he understood better than he first thought. She’d recognized a kindred spirit in Dr. Evander Peale. Someone she could turn to. 
 
    He could relate to that. SEAL Team Blackout was a brotherhood. Their unbreakable bonds went far beyond any he’d known in the Navy corps. He and his Blackout team only had ties to each other. Since their identities were stripped from them the minute they signed on the dotted line to join the Blackout team, they only had each other. 
 
    They had all chosen to rely on their brothers-in-arms. In fact, the only guy in Blackout who’d ever walked away from them was a guy on Team Blackout Charlie. The mystery surrounding Apollo was still thick, and nobody knew what to think about his faked death. 
 
    Frost squirted a copious amount of bodywash into his palm, and starting at his head, he scrubbed himself down to his feet. He was lucky to get a shower at all, let alone soap to wash himself with, and he enjoyed the brisk water and the feel of being clean, even though he’d gone through the decontamination shower earlier. 
 
    By the time he switched off the shower, some of his anger was abated, but his thoughts had wandered down a dark path. 
 
    People like Eden had friends and family. Lives beyond their work. 
 
    He’d given all that up. Did he regret it? Hell no. But that didn’t mean he didn’t miss walking among the living. 
 
    Despite the sound of laughter drifting up from the kitchen below as the guys probably continued heckling Lena, Frost felt pretty damn alone. 
 
    He grabbed a towel and scrubbed it over his face and hair. Water streamed down his chest and shoulders and left a puddle on the tile floor before he got a chance to dry off completely. 
 
    If he was going to get his head on straight, he needed to psycho-analyze himself and his feelings. Something he hated doing, but he didn’t have a choice. 
 
    Hurling the towel at a hamper in the corner, he asked himself why such a brief encounter with Eden left him feeling so…restless. 
 
    After walking bare-ass naked into the room where someone had placed his gear, it hit him. 
 
    If he wasn’t Blackout…and he spotted Dr. Eden Lowood on the street…he would have done just about anything to keep on staring into her beautiful eyes. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Eden straightened from the microscope she’d been peering through for what felt like hours. The muscles between her shoulder blades protested in a clenching spasm. She sucked in a gasp and rubbed at her eyes. 
 
    They were bleary after such a long day and the abuse of staring at tiny structures of the powder sample she’d managed to contain safely in a solution on a slide. Lightly digging her thumb and forefinger into the sockets, she tried to make her brain engage with the task at hand. 
 
    She didn’t have time to be tired. She needed answers about the biological substance. After she knew what it was made of, she could begin creating an antidote to it. Something they desperately needed. 
 
    Meanwhile, she’d caught snippets of conversation from the others on her crew about the patients they’d evacuated from the mall. Seventeen patients in total had been quarantined. The man in bed seven who stuck out in her mind was now on life support. So far, the pregnant woman was holding her own, but things were touch-and-go. 
 
    “Here.” A coffee mug was thrust in front of her face. 
 
    She followed the fingers wrapped around the mug handle to the arm belonging to Evander. 
 
     “You’ve been at it for hours, Eden. Take a break.” 
 
    She swung her gaze to his and noted his wince. 
 
    “Do I look as tired as I feel?” She stripped off her gloves and accepted the coffee. 
 
    Evander’s lips stretched in a diplomatic smile. “You look like you could use a few hours of sleep.” 
 
    She laughed, bringing the steaming brew to her lips. “Then why did you bring me caffeine?” 
 
    He chuckled too and slid his hands into the pockets of his lab coat. “Figured you won’t take my advice, so I’d do my best to keep you on your feet.” 
 
    Tasting the coffee reminded her of drinking the Diet Pepsi another man had brought to her. 
 
    She looked around the lab. Her crew was hard at work, and Evander had recruited a few of his own assistants to help them out. 
 
    “Are you looking for someone?” he asked. 
 
    She drew her lips into a line. It had to be the middle of the night. Under these fluorescent lights, she had no sense of time. But Frost would have left a long time ago.  
 
    She hadn’t even said goodbye to him. After he’d done so much to help, and gotten her set up with this lab too, she had a lot to thank him for. Now she may never see him again. 
 
    Shifting her focus to Evander, she noticed how tired he looked too. “You’ve been up all night with us. Why don’t you knock off, get some sleep? What time is it?” 
 
    He pointed to a clock high on the white wall. 
 
    Her eyes felt as though they bugged out even more. “It’s morning? Seven a.m.?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    She slammed more caffeine down her throat, then lowered the mug. She called out to her team, “You guys all take a break. Stop what you’re doing and get some rest.” 
 
    One by one they abandoned their tasks and slipped out of the room, leaving her and Evander alone. 
 
    His stare traveled over her. “What about you?” 
 
    “Me? I’m fine. Besides, I’ve got a stimulant you can readily buy off the shelf or in any restaurant in the world.” She raised her mug, and he chuckled. 
 
    “Really,” she went on. “Get some rest.” 
 
    “You should take your own advice sometimes, Eden. You always were an overachiever, pounding the books long into the night.” 
 
    She shrugged off the compliment and the dancing lights in his eyes when he gave it. 
 
    “I promise I’ll grab some shuteye in a little bit. I felt like I was on the cusp of discovering something about that sample.” 
 
    Now that she mentioned the sample, her brain jerked right back to it. She drifted away from Evander and took up a position behind the microscope again, occasionally sipping coffee in between studying molecules. 
 
    “Eden.” 
 
    The sound of her name uttered in a deep voice drew her head up. She looked around, thinking she’d see Evander was back from his nap or one of his assistants had come to help her. But she drew up straight in surprise. 
 
    A smile spread over her face, banishing some of her exhaustion as her gaze landed on Frost. 
 
    He wore fresh clothes and wore a baseball cap backward, which lent him a playful look rather than the intimidating one she’d seen the day before. 
 
    He returned her smile and crossed the room to her. 
 
    She hurried away from the worktable she’d been laboring over for endless hours and met him halfway. 
 
    Craning her neck to meet his gaze, she said, “You didn’t happen to bring me another Diet Pepsi, did you?” 
 
    His smile set the other rugged features on his face into a bad-boy ripple. It drew attention to his mouth, and that led her eyes to his unshaven jaw, bristled with black scruff. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t think to bring one with me. I do have this.” He pulled out a handful of hard candy. 
 
    She held out her hand, and instead of giving her one, he dumped all of them into her palm. She pocketed them in her lab coat and unwrapped one to pop into her mouth. 
 
    “Mm. I needed some sugar. Thanks.” 
 
    He nodded, stare unmoving on her face. “Are you making any progress on the substance?” 
 
    She shifted the candy to her cheek, wondering how much to tell him. But he seemed trustworthy. He worked in some branch of the military and therefore could keep secrets. 
 
    “Eden?” He ducked his head to catch her eyes from where they’d wandered to his broad, muscled chest that distended the black cotton T-shirt he wore. 
 
    She looked up at him. “There is something.” 
 
    She could nearly feel the weight of his stare pinning her to the spot. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “You know how people sign their work?” 
 
    He didn’t even blink. “Artists? Yes.” 
 
    “Scientists can do this too.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Go on.” 
 
    Her words tumbled out in a rush that usually showed her enthusiasm for the topic, but this time she just wanted to spit it all out so she could examine it further. Like scribbling to-do lists as a way to brain dump. 
 
    “Scientists do this too,” she repeated. “Many are cocky. They like to be given credit for their creations.” 
 
    “You’ve seen this before?” 
 
    She nodded. “There was a…guy…who worked for me. He was known for adding in certain compounds that wouldn’t alter the overall product of his creation. But it was a sort of signature in his work.” 
 
    “He doesn’t work for you now.” He threw a look at the door as if he’d see the man they spoke of walk through it. Maybe he was even thinking of Evander. 
 
    “No. I fired him.” 
 
    Frost’s dark, thick brows hitched upward. 
 
    “He was a bit…radical.” 
 
    “Radical how?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s hard to explain. He never did anything dangerous per se, but he didn’t play by the rules either.” 
 
    “Did you ever report this guy?” 
 
    Meeting his gaze, she delved a little too deep into the brown eyes swirling with questions and a gleam that sent a tiny stab to her midsection. Quickly, she tore her eyes away. “Of course I reported him. Only, nothing came of it.” 
 
    “And you think this guy could be responsible for that powder?” 
 
    She bit down on her lip. “I spotted something in that sample that has me asking questions.” 
 
    “Where is this person now?” Frost pulled his gaze from her mouth. His low voice adopted an edge. A dangerous one. Like the flash of a knife blade. 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “And his name? Will you share that?” 
 
    “I have nothing to hold back, but remember I don’t know for sure. So don’t put a target on his back just yet. Someone else might be responsible and this person is innocent. I don’t want to falsely accuse anyone.” 
 
    “The name.” He took a step, bringing him close enough that his body heat crept over her front. 
 
    She drew a quick breath. “Woodrow James. He was a PhD candidate. And part of his doctoral dissertation was on… Well, you’re not going to believe this.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    “Biological warfare.” 
 
    Frost’s stare burrowed into hers. “He’s clearly very subtle too. Let me speak with my commanding officer about this. But I think what you’ve given me is a good start. A very good start.” 
 
    She nodded, suddenly aware of how close he stood to her. And how big and warm his chest would be to pillow her head on. 
 
    She stepped back. “Thanks for taking me seriously.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Really, Eden? I thought you knew me better.” 
 
    She blinked up at him. “I don’t know you at all.” 
 
    He reached out. One callused yet gentle fingertip rode along her forehead as he eased a lock of hair away. 
 
    Her breath hitched. And her insides gave a tight squeeze. 
 
    His throat worked on a swallow. “You should know that I have mad respect for you, Doctor. I know you wouldn’t give me a name unless you had good reason to suspect the guy.” 
 
    Stunned by the roughness of his finger moving over her skin, and by the liquid heat in the depths of his eyes, she could only nod dumbly. 
 
    Frost stepped back. “I’ll turn in the information you just shared with me to my commanding officer. I’ll be in touch if we find anything out.” He took another step away from her, toward the door. 
 
    Why did she want to run over and wrap herself around his tall form like a monkey clinging to a tree? It must be the fatigue. And too many hours staring through a lens. 
 
    At the door, he swung back, throwing her a crooked smile. “Next time I’ll bring that Diet Pepsi. Get some sleep, Eden. You look tired.” 
 
    With that, he walked out, leaving her alone with her samples and scientific hypotheses. 
 
    Then she remembered what he said. 
 
    You look tired. 
 
    Tired? Well, she’d show him she could pace herself. Just because he was bigger and stronger didn’t mean she wasn’t tougher. She had stamina for days. 
 
    And proving herself to not only the world, but to Frost, was now a personal challenge she was more than prepared for. 
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    Frost walked into Blackout’s temporary housing to the sound of laughter coming from the kitchen again. Where before he felt incapable of joining in, this time his smile was unstoppable, as if it refused to be left out of the fun. 
 
    He rounded the doorway thinking he’d find Lena standing there, the butt of misogynistic jokes none of them ever meant. Instead, he walked in on a card game. 
 
    Lachlan looked up and gave him a nod. “Frost.” 
 
    “Lach.” He took in the serious expressions of the players. “Who’s winning?” 
 
    “I am,” said all four guys, which made the rest of the guys grouped around them laugh again. 
 
    Sparrow shouldered his way to the fridge and swung the door wide. He was so big that he had to practically fold in half to peer at the contents inside. He shifted a few things around and came out with a whole packaged rotisserie chicken. 
 
    With that clutched in the crook of his arm like a football, he grabbed a couple bottled waters and nudged the door shut with his arm. 
 
    Frost edged around the table to get to him. 
 
    Sparrow turned a suspicious eye on him. “I’m not sharing my chicken, if that’s what you’re gonna ask.” 
 
    Frost chuckled. “It’s not about the chicken. I have something else I need to speak to you about.” 
 
    Sparrow paused in removing the plastic cover. “Sounds important.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    He twitched his head toward the exit for Frost to follow. Before he left the room, he scanned the team gathered there. “If anyone touches my lunch, there’ll be hell to pay.” 
 
    Several of the guys gave mock shudders of dread, and a couple gave real ones. They were all far too familiar with the punishments Sparrow doled out to any team member who didn’t follow orders. Nobody liked cleaning bathrooms especially—what they said about men being gross was a hundred percent true. 
 
    Sparrow led the way into a small office area with a couch along one wall. The window blinds had been drawn, but sunlight peeked through the slats. Sparrow pointed to the couch, but Frost shook his head. 
 
    “What I have to say won’t take long.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” Sparrow faced him. 
 
    “I went to the lab first thing this morning.” 
 
    His nod indicated he already knew that. After all, Frost had cleared it with him first. 
 
    “I spoke with Eden. Uh, Dr. Lowood. She claims there are ways for scientists to put their signatures on things they create.” 
 
    Sparrow’s brow hiked up. 
 
    “I know—it’s a foreign concept to me as well. I passed the ASVAB with top marks like everyone on Blackout, but they don’t teach you this in any chemistry class. Anyway, she recognized something in that powder.” 
 
    “Recognized who created it?” 
 
    He nodded. “She had enough confidence to provide me with a name.” 
 
    Sparrow snapped to action, pulling out his phone. One thick digit hovered over the screen. “Give it to me. I’ll pass it on to Barrett and he can deliver it to the right people.” 
 
    “Woodrow James.” 
 
    Sparrow grunted. “Sounds like a damn politician or one of those golfers on the PGA Tour.” 
 
    “Or a scientist who wants to wreak mass destruction and rain terror on the world.” 
 
    “That too.” He pushed air through his nostrils and punched the name into a secured message to Commander Barrett. 
 
    “Another thing. I feel I can do more good at the lab than here.” 
 
    Sparrow glanced up from the screen. “You’re just in time. Another threat’s been dropped.” 
 
    Frost went still, every nerve in his body standing at attention. 
 
    “Homeland Security intercepted information that states that the Mall of America is only the beginning.” 
 
    He tightened his lips. “All the more reason for me to provide security at the lab. This is a national threat. No one knows we moved the scientists to the secret lab, but what if it is discovered?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Head the security detail. Shifts of three guys at a time, switching off twice daily.” 
 
    Some of the tightness Frost had been carrying in his chest all the way back to their temporary housing eased. He nodded that he understood. “I’m on it. I’ll take two others and head out immediately.” He turned for the door. 
 
    “Frost.” 
 
    He swung back at Sparrow’s call. 
 
    “Take Lach with you. When he’s playing cards, things get too intense.” 
 
    They traded a look. Everyone on Blackout knew how good Lach was at poker, blackjack and any other games of chance he could coax his teammates into playing. But he also had a hard time pulling himself away when the games were over. More often than not, he came out the winner, but he got as addicted to the high of the win as he did the victory in a fight. 
 
    Sparrow liked to tamp down the fires in Lach. Keep him on the straight and narrow. 
 
    “Copy that.” Frost walked out to rally his first security detail. He selected Lachlan and Mustang as the first shift. Ramsey, Gunnison and Cobra would be relieving them. 
 
    Lachlan tossed his cards on the table, and without a backward glance at the game he’d been forced to abandon, he walked out of the kitchen. 
 
    Frost had to wonder if their commanding officer was paranoid about Lachlan and gambling. He didn’t seem all too put out to walk away from it, even though he was winning. 
 
    As another guy slipped into his seat to be dealt into the game, Sparrow glanced at the counter where he’d left his lunch. 
 
    “Where the hell’s my chicken?” His gritty murmur rendered the rest of them dead silent. 
 
    Frost leaned against the door frame, prepared to be entertained. The guys loved to prank each other, and Sparrow was most often the butt of it. Maybe they liked testing boundaries or just loved Sparrow more than the rest. 
 
    But they should know better than to mess with the man’s lunch. 
 
    Sparrow planted his hands on the table and bent to level each person with a glare. “I repeat—where is my lunch?” 
 
    Lena stood at the sink, drying the dishes that Bishop had been doing when they walked in. Frost saw her shoulders jerk in laughter. 
 
    “You assholes better put that chicken back on the counter in five seconds or—” 
 
    Lena swished the dishtowel in her hand, a serious expression on her face. “We haven’t seen it, Sparrow.” 
 
    Her movement drew attention to the front of her body. When Frost glanced at her abdomen and saw the rounded hump that couldn’t possibly be a baby, he busted up laughing. Sparrow saw it too and stomped over in his most intimidating way, even as he smiled down at Lena. He held out a palm. 
 
    “Hand it over, Graham.” 
 
    Her low, throaty laugh bounced through the kitchen. She untucked her top from her waistband and produced the chicken still safe in the plastic carton. 
 
    “Good try,” Sparrow said to her and took his chicken back to the counter to devour his lunch. 
 
    Still chuckling, Frost went to find Lach and Mustang. They appeared at the same time, each in cammies with pockets that concealed weapons they carried in the event they really needed to defend the lab. 
 
    Feeling better about this situation already, Frost headed outside. The small town located on the outskirts of the reservation was quiet. The street only sported a few houses, and the next street over boasted a few businesses. Looking past the transport van he’d ordered to wait for him, he checked out the darkened windows of the house across the way. 
 
    It was easy to draw attention when Blackout hit any town. Sixteen SEALS were bound to stir up questions, but the house opposite seemed to be either empty or the people had gone to work for the day. 
 
    When he claimed shotgun in the transport van, he jerked his jaw toward the driver. “This is Anthony,” he introduced. 
 
    Anthony nodded to the two others who climbed into the back seat and slammed their doors. “Where are we headed today?” 
 
    “Back to the lab,” Frost told him. 
 
    They were all silent on the drive. Discussing confidential information in front of a civilian wasn’t allowed. Besides, it gave Frost time to think about seeing Eden again. 
 
    When he left her, she really had looked dead on her feet, about to drop. Still, he should never have mentioned how tired she looked. From what he knew of women, namely his sister, they didn’t appreciate when people picked apart their appearances. But he’d only brought it up to Eden hoping that she’d lie down and grab a few winks. 
 
    He’d known her all of a few hours, but her steely core and drive were evident to anyone with half an impaired eyeball. She was not going to stop until she pinpointed what that agent attacking the mall guests was, and finding an antidote to counteract it was second on her list. 
 
    He was so deep in his thoughts that he didn’t realize they’d already arrived until the vehicle jerked to a stop. He and the others piled out. He threw a wave to Anthony, who smiled in return. 
 
    As he, Lach and Mustang approached the front of the building, Lach grunted. “Nice kid.” 
 
    “A little overeager, but he’s probably landed the best gig of his life.” Frost buzzed the door for entry. 
 
    “He can’t be more than twenty,” Mustang put in. The newest member of Blackout was far from the greenhorn they’d once called him. He’d proven himself again and again. 
 
    The brick structure stood out against the South Dakota landscape as too modern, and the tinted windows you couldn’t see in made it seem even more out of place. 
 
    When the door opened, he couldn’t hold back a scowl. “Peale,” he ground out. 
 
    The friend from Eden’s past gave him a nod, but the flat look in his eyes suggested he didn’t like seeing Frost as much as Frost didn’t care for him. 
 
    He shouldered his way into the lab with his buddies right behind him. “This is Dr. Evander Peale. He’s in charge of the lab,” he introduced. 
 
    Evander stuck out his hand, and the guys took turns clasping it. They didn’t speak a word to him, just scoped out the entry points where security could be breached. 
 
    “What is this?” Evander asked. 
 
    Frost stared at him. “This is your government guarding the only people who can stop this threat.” 
 
    Evander’s brows creased. “Is an attack expected? Few people even know about this facility. It’s top secret. The things we do here aren’t even on the record books most of the time.” 
 
    Frost lifted a shoulder and let it drop. That was as much of an answer as he was willing to give right now. Nodding to his guys, he strode directly to the room where he’d last seen Eden. 
 
    One glance in the room showed him she wasn’t here. Part of him was happy with that even as his stomach hollowed out. 
 
    “She’s sleeping,” came Evander’s statement from behind him. 
 
    Annoyed that he’d followed him like a yappy dog, Frost stifled a groan. “Good. She needs it.” 
 
    “Look, I think you and I got off on the wrong foot for some reason. Are you somehow involved with Eden?” Evander was of average height for a man. While he sported a lab coat, trousers and a button-down shirt, he filled them out enough to tell Frost that he worked out. Surprising for a science nerd. Or not surprising, because he’d also know the importance of keeping a body healthy. 
 
    Frost jumped on the question. “I was with Eden at the mall.” 
 
    “Ah.” Understanding glimmered in his eyes. “Was she in danger? And you’re protecting her?” 
 
    Frost didn’t often think of himself as a protector, even though he’d devoted his life to the concept. What he did was for the greater good. But protecting Eden was becoming personal. 
 
    “I’m here to make sure things go smoothly and Eden and her team can work without interruption,” he said. 
 
    “All right. I’ll make sure my team stays out of their way. Anything you and your guys need from me, don’t hesitate to bring it to my attention.”  
 
    Frost nodded in thanks and moved away from the door. Evander took himself off to do whatever guys like him did in facilities where top-secret testing was performed and nothing went on the books. 
 
    With total confidence that Lach and Mustang had the lab secure, he stood right there outside the lab door. He leaned against the wall, folded his arms over his chest and waited for Dr. Sleeping Beauty to wake from her nap. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Eden sat up on the edge of the cot and dropped her sleep-fogged head into her hands. She must have woken in the middle of a sleep cycle, which accounted for the groggy feeling. 
 
    She’d only planned on a twenty-minute power nap. What time was it anyway? She glanced at her watch and let out a groan. Just as she thought—she’d slept far too long. What was it she told her crew? This was a marathon, not a sprint. But there was no time for sleeping away the hours either. 
 
    She stood and stretched the kinks in her back put there by an uncomfortable cot sagging too close to the floor. When she stood, she spotted her colleague, Dr. Alicia Silvers, sitting up too. Her hair, usually trapped in a tight bun, was falling down, and loose tendrils swayed around her face. 
 
    “You okay?” Eden asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Just wondering what day it is. Or what planet.” She barked a short laugh. 
 
    Eden echoed it. “I know the feeling. I’m going to clean up and hit the lab again. Take your time, okay?” 
 
    Alicia nodded and then pulled out her replacement phone to check the time. 
 
    After taking a few minutes to gather her wits and a few more to clean up in the facility restroom, she walked down the long, stark corridor to the lab. As she crossed the big open space at the front of the building, she noticed the broad, muscled back facing her. She blinked. She’d seen that guy before, hadn’t she? What was the military team doing here? 
 
    Hurrying her steps, she reached the lab she’d been working from and stopped dead in her tracks. 
 
    Her heart flipped a little at the sight of Frost, and she rushed up to him. “What are you doing here? Did something else happen?” Her voice took on an urgent edge. 
 
    His eyes smiled at her before his mouth did. Those warm brown depths woke her just as effectively as a caffeine blast and a full night’s sleep. 
 
    “Nothing happened. Or if it did, I don’t have word on it yet. I was sent here with a few of my men to guard the lab.” 
 
    “Oh.” Why did the way he looked at her make her feel so weird? Off balance? She really should not have woken in the middle of that deep sleep cycle. She was suffering from sleep inertia. 
 
    He searched her eyes. “You all right?” 
 
    Not all right, but not all wrong either. “Just experiencing some grogginess due to my lack of cerebral blood flow.” 
 
    His eyes widened. 
 
    “That is to say, everyone gets it when you wake too soon. You know, grogginess. It takes a while for your brain to kick back into gear and restore the cerebral blood flow to normal levels.” 
 
    The corner of his hard lips twitched in amusement that burned in his eyes too and left her feeling even more off-kilter than she already did. 
 
    “It’s better to sleep more or sleep less. I seemed to have woken at a bad time,” she continued to ramble. She peeked past his thick shoulder through the glass door. “Well, I’d better get to work.” 
 
    He stepped aside but put out an arm to hold the door open for her. She passed through with a murmured, “Thanks.” But once in the lab, she wanted to poke her head back out just to sniff the air that was scented with that masculine leathery smell she recalled from being nestled next to the big military man on the jet and later in the van. 
 
    She paused in the doorway for a moment. Several of her crew turned to greet her. Was it her imagination or were they staring at her? At least she knew she didn’t still have bed head. She could just imagine the amusement in Frost’s eyes if he’d seen the strands in a big, messy, tangled cloud. 
 
    Quickly, she grabbed her protective gear and gathered her team together in the middle of the room to discuss their findings. It seemed that so far, they’d identified six of the elements used in the powder. They were still deep in discussion when the lab door opened again. 
 
    She looked up…straight into Frost’s eyes. From his position, she knew he was holding something just out of sight. He twitched his head toward her. “Can I see you, Doctor?” 
 
    “Uhh…” She looked to her assistant, Mara. The woman was grinning like a chimpanzee. “Sure. You guys continue with what you were doing. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    When she reached the entrance again, Frost grasped her by the forearm and pulled her out of the room. 
 
    She opened her mouth with a gasp of surprise. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Getting rid of your brain fog. Or jump-starting your cerebral blood whatever-it-was.” With a grin, he held up a pizza box. A white plastic bag dangled from one thick finger. 
 
    “I really can’t, Frost. I’ve got—” 
 
    “To eat,” he interrupted her. “Or does your body only run on scientific jargon and stagnant lab air?” 
 
    Shaking her head, she stared up at his handsome face. “I really don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “When was the last time you ate?” 
 
    She thought back, unable to bring an answer to mind immediately. 
 
    “Exactly. You don’t even know. Come on.” Without waiting for her agreement, he swaggered away. 
 
    Yes, swaggered. There was no other word for the way the man walked. The roll of his muscles and the attitude one could only call cocky left her standing there with her mouth hanging open. 
 
    A movement from the corner of her eye made her turn in time to see Evander disappearing through another door. 
 
    “Eden!” Frost’s gruff tone was like a jolt to her muscles. Next thing she knew, she was following him to an empty lunch room. He placed the food on the table and yanked a chair under him. 
 
    He met her stare. “Sit down. Restore your energy.” 
 
    Slowly, she sank to the seat opposite him. He pulled two bottles out of the bag and slid a Diet Pepsi across the surface toward her. 
 
    “Thank you for this. You didn’t need to order me food.” 
 
    Brown eyes hit hers. “I didn’t. I ordered us food.” 
 
    A tingle slipped along her veins, like stardust on the Milky Way. Even a sip of Diet Pepsi couldn’t distract her from Frost’s every move. 
 
    Watching the man crack open a pizza box should not be hot. At all. 
 
    But the veins and tendons snaking down his forearms drew her attention. She followed the lines up to the biceps bulging the sleeves of his shirt. Which led to his wide shoulders, bulky with muscle, and then of course she had to drink in his rugged features. 
 
    Finally, she stared at his angular jaw, bristled with dark hair. 
 
    “You don’t have to shave?” she blurted. 
 
    Oh. God. 
 
    She just had to wake between cycles! Now she’d lost her filter and was asking very personal questions about shaving? 
 
    His eyes burned at her. “I shave when I have the time.” 
 
    Heat flooded her cheeks. She grabbed a slice of pepperoni so she could duck her head. “I just thought…in your line of work…” 
 
    He bit off a huge mouthful and chewed. Of course, she had to stare at his powerful jaw working and how he swiped his tongue over the grease clinging to his lower lip. 
 
    Inwardly, she groaned and took a bite of her pizza. 
 
    “My line of work,” he repeated once he swallowed. “Do you even know what that is, Eden?” 
 
    The way he said her name felt like the stroke of a fingertip over her senses. Or over her forehead, as he’d done right before telling her how tired she looked. 
 
    Leaning forward, she glared at him and changed the topic. “You said I looked tired. You realize what bad manners that is, right?” 
 
    He rolled with it, shifting in his seat so the whole table wobbled. “Whether or not you still wanna know, I’m a SEAL. And I apologize for the remark about you looking tired.” His stare traveled over her face in the softest caress that had her forgetting about pizza and drowning in visions of him yanking her into his lap and cradling her head in his giant palm while slanting his mouth over hers. 
 
    “A…SEAL, huh? What team?” 
 
    He didn’t move his eyes from hers as he took another bite. It was clear he wasn’t going to tell her which team. 
 
    “Why are you here again?” she asked after devouring her slice. She reached for another. 
 
    “We’re here to secure the lab.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    “We’re in danger?” 
 
    “We’re here to ensure you aren’t. You have important work to do, and our commanding officer believes it’s worth our time to guard this place. And you.” He polished off his second slice and grabbed a third, folded it in half lengthwise and bit the tip off. 
 
    Her insides flexed at how manly he made everything. Walking, talking. Eating. 
 
    But she had to return to her work. Enough fraternizing with…well, the most delicious man she’d ever seen. 
 
    She and men never quite mixed anyway. She’d long ago chosen to place her heart behind some guarded walls, figuring any man capable of getting through them might actually be worth at least a date or two. 
 
    Wait—was that was this was? She was sharing a pizza with a man who was looking at her like she was the main course. Did that count as a date? 
 
    She pushed away from the table. “Thank you for the food, but I really do need to get back into the lab.” She stood, silently daring him to try to stop her this time. 
 
    “I hope the blood’s flowing again, Eden.” 
 
    Why did he look so smug when he said that? As if he knew her blood was rushing to body parts she had no business thinking about when people were dying and she had a threat to neutralize. 
 
    She hurried back to the lab, wondering when—and if—she’d see Frost again. 
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    Frost cracked the lab door. The scent of something burning met his nostrils. The smell took him back to his high school years of toasting marshmallows over a Bunsen burner, but he was pretty sure these doctors weren’t engaging in such fun. 
 
    His gaze zeroed in on Eden. She was in a huddle with her crew, talking animatedly with her hands, which weren’t swallowed by the white clinical gloves he’d seen her wearing all the other times he’d peeked in on her today. 
 
    Which was hourly at least. 
 
    He couldn’t make out their low voices, but waited until there was a lull in the conversation. Then he cleared his throat in a way that snapped all six heads around. All eyes were on him, but only one left him with that thick warmth of oozing honey in his chest. 
 
    She said something to her team, too quiet for him to hear, before breaking away from the crew and coming toward him. He searched her face for signs of the fatigue he’d seen before. While there were smudges beneath each eye and she was paler, she seemed to be holding up well enough. 
 
    She stopped in front of him. “Did you need something, Frost?” 
 
    “I just got word that some people are asking permission to enter the rez with plans to come here. Three ambulances, each carrying a patient.” 
 
    “Oh! They arrived much faster than I expected.” 
 
    He cocked a brow. “Friends of yours?” 
 
    She smiled, and the strain around her eyes that he hadn’t noticed at first eased. “Patients from the mall.” 
 
    “They were well enough to be transported here?” 
 
    “Only the healthiest ones of the group. And yes. They’re test subjects.” 
 
    He drew up, filled with awe for the woman and the important work she’d completed in such a short time. “So you found an antidote already?” 
 
    “Not quite.” She chewed on her lip. “But we’ve had a breakthrough.” 
 
    He glanced behind her at the team of doctors all of whom looked about to drop. “You could all use a break. More pizza is in order.” 
 
    He reached for his phone, but she put out a hand to stop him. 
 
    Cocking his head, he sent her an appraising look. “If you’re neglecting your body, you won’t be any good to those patients, Eden. Let me order the pizza.” 
 
    “I don’t have time to eat. Unless you feed me.” 
 
    His gaze dropped to her lips. Sultry. Pale pink. The lower lip plump and the bowed top as though an artist had drawn them with perfect symmetry. 
 
    An artist’s rendition, like one of his sister’s dolls growing up. One time, just to make Kit mad, he’d taken a magic marker and drawn a wide Joker-esque smile from ear to ear on her doll. He learned quick that he couldn’t stand to see his sister’s tears. He’d taken his allowance money to buy her a new one just like it. 
 
    All this flitted through his head in an instant, but his stare continued on. He tore it away and centered on her eyes again. Beautiful eyes that gleamed with her teasing. 
 
    “I’m only kidding, Frost. I don’t expect you to feed me.” A pretty flush tinted her cheeks.  
 
    “Of course not,” he said quickly to stop her embarrassment. But it didn’t do a damn thing for his cock responding to the very thought of holding out food to her and watching her wrap her beautiful lips around the slice. 
 
    “I’ll order in a minute. But I was also wondering…if there’s anyone I need to notify about you.” 
 
    She stared at him, clearly not taking his meaning. 
 
    “You must have left quickly from DC. And we took off from Minnesota with as much haste. I noticed you haven’t used your phone at all.” 
 
    “You’re keeping a close eye on me.” 
 
    “That’s my job.” 
 
    A beat of silence thundered between them. Neither moved, but their gazes were doing enough exploring. 
 
    “My neighbor is watering my Saintpaulia and Dypsis lutescens.” 
 
    He blinked. “Come again?” 
 
    Her chuckle was warm and sugary. “My African violet and cane palm plants.” 
 
    “Your neighbor.” 
 
    “You sound surprised.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t mention a significant other.” 
 
    She folded her arms, but the pose wasn’t defensive at all. She just appeared to be settling in for a chat. “That’s because the last boyfriend found three-hundred-year-old spores more important than our relationship.” 
 
    He snorted. “He sounds like a dick. I don’t know a single man who’d walk away from you, especially for old spores.” 
 
    The blush hit her cheeks full force, burning in two bright pink spots. 
 
    Dr. Eden Lowood wasn’t used to compliments, that was evident. 
 
    A voice in his comms device yanked him from his thoughts, distracting him from studying how the pink in her high cheekbones seemed to light up her entire face. 
 
    “Frost, we’ve got company.” 
 
    He touched a finger to his ear and turned away from Eden as he replied. “The ambulances are here?” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    He swung back to Eden. “Your test subjects have arrived. Where do you want them?” 
 
    “Uhh…I’m not sure where all the entrances are in this facility. Let me find Evander. Have you seen him?” 
 
    “I can find him.” 
 
    She placed a hand on his arm, the touch fleeting, but the warmth in her eyes lingered in him for a long time after she thanked him and he’d walked away from her. 
 
    After he found Evander in his office, Frost made sure that Eden had everything she needed, including that promised pizza and some other takeout menu items to tide her and the rest of her team over. 
 
    He met the delivery driver at the door and shelled out his own cash to pay for the food. Then he brought it into the breakroom and told one of the lab workers to inform the doctors that the food was there. 
 
    Seeing nothing else he could do to help, he walked to the front of the building. 
 
    Lach moved in from the side door he’d been keeping an eye on. “Our replacements are here.” 
 
    “I’m ready to go.” 
 
    Lach eyed him. “You sure? You seem to keep finding reasons to check on that pretty doctor.” 
 
    Frost shrugged. “What of it? I want to make sure she has everything she needs—including sustenance to see her through. Can we expect the guy in charge of the lab to make sure she doesn’t collapse from hunger?” 
 
    Lach’s mouth twitched as if he knew the real reason for his concern. 
 
    Frost leveled a warning look at him, and his teammate fought his growing smile. 
 
    Together, they walked out of the lab. He’d seen a lot of landscapes in his travels with Blackout, and before that he was honored to be part of SEAL Team Six for a short time. Everything from the rainforests of South America to the deserts of the Middle East. But South Dakota was different from them all, with rolling hills of golden grasses spanning everything his vision touched. The sun was lower in the sky but it was far from sunset. 
 
    Now he wished he’d taken the night security detail. Things might wind down for the doctors and he’d have an opportunity to talk to Eden. 
 
    Mustang had spent most of his day patrolling outside the lab, and he stood talking to the other Blackout teammate here to relieve them. He glanced at Frost’s face and then behind him at Lach. “What are you grinnin’ about?” he asked Lachlan. 
 
    Lach only chuckled. 
 
    “I work with a bunch of immature asses.” Frost threw Mustang a dirty look and strode directly to the transport van to avoid any questions from the guys. 
 
    Anthony was behind the wheel, looking as eager to drive them around as a puppy ready for his chew toy. Frost wasn’t in a talking mood, though, and thankfully, the kid didn’t press his luck. 
 
    When Mustang and Lach got in, they struck up a conversation with the kid, though. Frost ignored them all and sank into his own thoughts, dwelling on details of the biological threat, the team of doctors working round the clock to find an antidote…and Eden. 
 
    He’d been with enough women to recognize attraction. His body perked up each time he was in her presence. Hell, just imagining her now had him thinking about going back there. 
 
    Sure, she was beautiful. Brilliant, too. There would be no banal conversations with a woman like Eden, and that excited him as much as the way her body lured him in. 
 
    Not to mention her eyes—big and bright with life and knowledge. 
 
    Would it hurt to have a fling? He could take her mind off the hard tasks she faced. And she’d fill his life with a richness that he would never admit aloud was missing. 
 
    But goddammit, he was missing out. When he signed the Blackout papers, he’d left behind his old life. His family believed him dead—all but his sister Kit, who’d found out when the government brought her in to work with Blackout on a case involving Abubakar. 
 
    Along with the ability to return home for holiday festivities or collect social security when he retired, he’d had to give up any idea of a long-term relationship. Sure, some of the other guys had found their matches. But it wouldn’t be him. Finding women who were willing to break away from their own lives for a man would be like pulling a star down from the sky. 
 
    “I’d like to join up, but my parents don’t like the idea.” The kid’s statement roused him from his thoughts. 
 
    Returning to the present conversation, Frost fixed him in his stare. “What branch interests you?” 
 
    “Army. I always loved the idea of becoming a Ranger. But when I brought it up after high school, my parents didn’t approve.” 
 
    He studied Anthony. “You should do what makes you happy. There are a lot worse things than the Army.” 
 
    “Yeah…like joining one of the gangs around here.” 
 
    Frost darted a look over his shoulder at Mustang and Lach. “There are gangs on the rez?” 
 
    He nodded. “They asked me to join, but I refused. Been steering clear of town ever since.” 
 
    Frost grunted. “Smart move. Stay away from that crap. And if you want the name of an Army recruiter, I can help you out.” 
 
    When Anthony turned his head, his eyes gleamed for a brief moment but soon dulled again. “We’ll see,” was all he said. 
 
    They reached the housing and Frost climbed out. “Thanks for the lift.” 
 
    They piled out of the vehicle and stood in a cluster watching Anthony drive away. 
 
    Lach shook his head. “Poor bastard’s stuck here in a dead-end life.” 
 
    “Unless he gets the guts to stand up to his parents,” Mustang put in. 
 
    Frost ran his fingers through his hair. “People like him are fighting for freedom long before they know it.” He turned for the temporary housing. “We’ve got to find out if Abubakar is behind this attack…because there will be another right behind it.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Eden rushed into the lab in a flurry. “The patients are rolling in! Get suited up! We can’t take any risks.” 
 
    The crew dispersed to pile more gear on over the protective measures they already took in the lab. She started after them for her own suit and ventilated mask, but a hand on her arm brought her to a stop. 
 
    Evander met her stare. 
 
    Her eyes widened at the level of alarm she saw in his eyes. “What is it?” 
 
    “I have to warn you—I don’t think these patients look the same as they did when you last saw them.” 
 
    Her heart, previously rattling around in her chest at the blast of adrenaline, now stuttered. “But…they’re supposed to be the healthier ones. Fit to travel. And the pregnant woman I asked to see particularly because of her high risk.” 
 
    He tightened his lips. 
 
    Eden had no choice but to keep fighting. “Whatever we’re facing, we’ll deal with it. We have to try to save them.” 
 
    “From what Alicia says, you’re not even that close to finding an antidote.” 
 
    She shouldn’t be surprised to hear Evander was on first-name terms with one of her doctors. Alicia was outgoing and liked to stop and talk with anyone, especially when it came to talking “shop.” 
 
    “We’ve made a few breakthroughs that are promising. I’m going to start testing them as soon as possible.” She took a step away from him. “I’m going to suit up now. Unless you want to do the same, I suggest you stay away from us all.” 
 
    Without waiting for more from Evander, she hurried to suit up. Her mind whirled with possibilities and scenarios. 
 
    She’d seen some horrible things in her time studying infectious disease and biological warfare. Some of the viruses that she’d managed to crush before they really took hold in the general population would spur apocalyptic films on the big screen. 
 
    This was no easy thing to beat—especially when she suspected her fellow doctor Woodrow James was its creator. The man had a brilliant—and she now knew dangerous—mind. 
 
    He marched to his own beat like most science nerds. But early on in their working relationship, her gut instinct was to push the guy as far away from her as possible. 
 
    Now she wished she hadn’t done that. If she’d kept him close, even on her own team, she’d know exactly what he was up to and what he was capable of. But she’d put her own personal comfort first and now… 
 
    All this time, she’d been battling her inner fear—was she doing this right? Making the right decisions for the good of the world and humanity? Crumbling under the weight of her position was not an option, yet she battled it hourly, sometimes minute to minute. 
 
    She couldn’t help but feel like an imposter given a lofty role to play when she really was just as clueless as everybody else. There was so much riding on her choices. She could not break now. 
 
    She dragged in a fortifying breath. She didn’t even have time for negative self-talk right now. There was no use in kicking herself for past decisions. She had patients to tend, symptoms to study…and with any luck, to treat. 
 
    In full gear, she headed to meet the medics wheeling the patients into the building. A room had been cleared and set up as a hospital ward for them. Plastic sealed off the door. She swiped the sheet aside and was about to take a step across the threshold when someone tapped her on the shoulder. 
 
    She looked at one of Evander’s lab techs. Earlier in the day, he’d offered to help in any way she needed, so she expected him to offer his services again. But what he said didn’t immediately compute. 
 
    “The big guy running security wanted me to tell you he left you and your crew some takeout food. It’s in the breakroom.” 
 
    She blinked at him, allowing the words to sink into her brain. “Oh. Oh! Thank you so much.” Her insides warmed knowing that Frost had delivered on that promise and left food for them. Why he was taking a personal interest in her welfare, she couldn’t understand, but it was nice of him. 
 
    “Would you have someone put the food in the fridge to keep? I think it’s going to be a long night,” she told the tech. 
 
    “Sure. I’ll tell Zach.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She threw him a smile and started through the plastic. She stopped. “The security guard—Frost. Did he already leave?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. Do you need to speak with the guys who took their place?” 
 
    She held her smile despite the odd disappointment trickling into her. “No. It’s fine. I’ll speak with him tomorrow. Thank you.” 
 
    She entered the makeshift hospital they’d created with clean rooms. The third patient was just being wheeled in by two medics dressed in hazmat suits. Alicia and Jay went to help settle the patient. 
 
    The next hour flew by. She threw herself into assessing the patients while Alicia read off their charts to her. All three of the victims had left the facility in Minnesota in relatively stable condition. But looking at them now, she couldn’t say they’d arrived that way. 
 
    Suddenly, a person appeared at her elbow. She pivoted to see Evander behind the mask. His warm eyes took in her expression and he took her by the arm and moved her out of earshot of the other doctors and the patients. 
 
    They stopped near the exit, facing each other. 
 
    “Talk to me, Lowood.” 
 
    She compressed her lips. “They’re in much worse shape than I left them. They had the start of some skin markings, but now the lesions on their bodies are numerous. Some have eaten away down to tendon and muscle.” She fought her urge to wince at her own words. “And that’s just the surface. The compound has worked inside them too and is attacking all their body systems. The IVs can only keep them going for so long.” 
 
    He nodded. “What do you need? I have a crew at your disposal, and I offer my knowledge too.” He looked over her shoulder at someone else but quickly shifted his attention back to her. 
 
    “I need a team of four working to break down that compound. We have to determine what we’re working with in order to find something to counteract it. We had some breakthroughs earlier today…but now I’m not convinced it’s enough. We need to fight this thing from every single angle. We can’t let a single molecule pass our notice.” 
 
    “Got it. I’ll find two others and you and I will get started.” 
 
    She nodded and grasped his covered forearm with her gloved hand. “Thank you. I’ll give directives to my crew. We can’t allow those medics to leave—we need them to stay and help with the patient care. But they will require a break. I heard there’s pizza in the breakroom.” 
 
    “I’ll let them know.” 
 
    Hours passed with them all working nonstop to keep the patients alive long enough to receive a treatment that Eden and her team fought to create. The powder contained no fewer than sixteen deadly components. And once more, she looked through the microscope and spotted what she knew to be a signature. 
 
    No. A boast. 
 
    A way to mock her and her team. 
 
    What did Woodrow James have against the world that would make him create such a deadly weapon—and then release it? 
 
    Her back ached and her eyes grew bleary from staring through the lens. She straightened and stretched her back. 
 
    Evander looked up from his work of separating components. The table before him was littered with beakers and slides and bottles of other substances that would neutralize some of the riskier compounds if something grew unstable. 
 
    “Take ten, Eden. Nobody’s going to suffer from you taking a break.” 
 
    She nodded and her head went into a slow spin. She was exhausted but knew she had plenty more hours left in her tonight, but a sprint was sounding better than a marathon right now. They were thirty hours in and she didn’t feel anywhere near the finish line. 
 
    Her feet carried her toward the hospital room, but she didn’t have the energy to check on the patients just yet, to see their open sores oozing from whatever had attacked them. And watch their vital signs drop lower by the hour. 
 
    She went into the locker room and tore off her gear. She tossed it all in the garbage can. Left in the scrubs she’d been wearing for far too many hours, she trudged to the breakroom. 
 
    Her throat was parched with thirst, her tongue sticky. When she entered, she was glad that the place was empty. The last thing she felt like doing right this minute was hold a conversation. 
 
    She checked out the fridge and wrinkled her nose when she smelled her own stale sweat on her body. She’d always hated those protective suits—they made her sweat so much. 
 
    She’d take ten minutes. Two to gulp down some water and hydrate herself. Three to stuff a slice of pizza down her throat. The other five, she’d jump into the shower and don clean scrubs. 
 
    When she opened the refrigerator and saw the pizza box was still there, she smiled. Frost really had delivered on every single promise he’d made to her so far. Need a lab? Got you covered. Food? I’ll get delivery—twice. 
 
    She opened the lid of the box and found there was one last slice shifting around the cardboard. She plucked it out and bit into it while tossing the empty box in the trash. Then she leaned against the fridge, munching and drinking alternately. 
 
    Her mind should be filled with formulas and data, but surprisingly, it was on Frost. 
 
    She knew almost nothing about him yet she found herself wishing she did. Like where he went after leaving the lab. What he ate for dinner. 
 
    And whether he had a woman in his life. 
 
    Now where did that come from? Exhaustion had reached into the corners of her mind she rarely visited. After Nick left for Japan to study those three-hundred-year-old spores, she hadn’t given much thought to the opposite sex. There were only so many times she could allow someone in, knowing their goals would drive them far away from her. 
 
    She couldn’t exactly blame Nick. He’d spent a lifetime studying spores. He couldn’t pass up an opportunity like that. 
 
    Part of her recognized this was only her clinical side analyzing a bad situation. Her woman side had been hurt by Nick’s abandonment. But it left her alone and feeling more than a little unwanted. After all, if she couldn’t compete with a handful of old spores, what good was she to a man? 
 
    She also had a bad feeling that she was too cold to be any good at relationships. She was just a brain. Someone who could fill a space on a team to save people from this threat, but not seen as a real person with feelings and shortcomings. And oh, her shortcomings felt monumental right now. 
 
    Though something about the way Frost looked at her—long and deep and thoroughly—made her feel real. 
 
    Alive. 
 
    He made her body prickle with awareness. He was gorgeous and she was probably far from his type. 
 
    Still…she saw interest blazing in the depths of his brown eyes. 
 
    More than her allotted five minutes had passed so she dumped her empty water bottle in the trash and headed to the locker room. After the fastest shower on record, she dressed and returned to the lab. 
 
    Alicia and two others rushed up to her. Even behind the protective masks, their eyes burned with excitement. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked, heart beating faster. 
 
    “We found something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We don’t really know what it is.” 
 
    “Let me have a look.” She was already in full gear, so she moved to the station where Evander and a few others gathered around a sample in a petri dish. 
 
    After studying the contents under the microscope and the others’ results of several tests on the matter, she looked up into Evander’s eyes, scarcely able to breathe. 
 
    “This is it. I know how to create that antidote. Quick! Gather the supplies.” 
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    Frost had a grip on the door handle before the transport ever stopped. His boots hit the ground, and he took off for the brick building. 
 
    “Hey!” Mustang’s voice followed him as he hit the front door of the lab in a few strides. “Where’s the fire?” 
 
    He didn’t grace his buddies with a backward glance, and their chuckles were cut off as he stepped inside. 
 
    The big, open space was devoid of people, and there weren’t even voices carrying from other parts of the building as there had been the previous day. He took off straight for the place he knew Eden would be holed up. She probably hadn’t moved for hours. 
 
    Had she slept? Eaten? Let her mind recover? 
 
    He knew all too well how the lack of sleep and being on your feet for hours at a time affected a person. 
 
    His combat boots echoed in the silence. When he got to the lab door, he stared through the tempered glass. He picked out Eden’s warm brown hair immediately. Though her back was to him, he could plainly see Evander’s face. She spoke to him with animated sweeps of her hands. 
 
    Evander nodded, then he looked over her head at the door. Directly at Frost. 
 
    Their gazes locked for a moment. Frost watched the man’s lips move as he said something to Eden. 
 
    She spun around. A look of joy passed over her face, making his heart launch into his throat. 
 
    Despite the happiness in her eyes, her feet dragged and her shoulders slumped with exhaustion. Each step she took toward him brought small details of her appearance into clearer focus. 
 
    Half moons of fatigue hung beneath each green-and-blue eye, and there was no sign of the flush he’d put in her cheeks before. 
 
    But when he opened the door to meet her, a smile lit her eyes before hitting her lips. 
 
    He released the ragged breath he’d been holding. “Eden,” he said in a deep rumble. 
 
    Her eyes flicked up to his and held. She stepped into the hallway with him and pulled off her mask, then gloves. Without the barrier of protective plastic, he saw she was even paler than he remembered. 
 
    “Hi, Frost. Is it time for your shift already?” She twitched back her cuff and stared at her wristwatch. Her eyes bugged out. “Jeez, it is! The night just flew by.” 
 
    She didn’t look as though it had flown by, but he wasn’t about to mention it. He’d already pushed his luck once by telling her she looked tired. His little sister would have kicked him in the balls if he’d told her the same. 
 
    “How are things? Can you take a break? When was the last time you ate anything?” 
 
    Her eyes softened. “Thanks for your concern, but I’m fine. In fact, better than fine.” 
 
    He gazed down at her. Any woman was small compared to him, but he’d never taken as much notice of it before Eden. She barely reached his biceps, which rivaled the circumference of her head. 
 
    “Did something happen?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded, her smile spreading. “We had another breakthrough that enabled me to create a possible antidote. We administered it to one of the three patients, the one who reached critical condition about three in the morning.” She rubbed at the smooth patch of skin between her eyes. 
 
    He wanted to lean in and press his lips to that flesh, to close his eyes and inhale her scent. 
 
    “And the outcome of that?” he asked. 
 
    “So far there’s no change.” 
 
    His brow crinkled. “So that’s bad.” 
 
    “No. It’s good. The patient didn’t deteriorate further.” She opened her mouth to say more, but the door burst open behind them. One of her doctors stuck her head out. 
 
    “One of the patients is crashing, Eden!” 
 
    Before all the words were out, she was already spinning away, running down the hall. Two of her team rushed out behind her, and Frost jerked into action. He wasn’t needed. He couldn’t help. But damn if he didn’t want to be there. 
 
    The doctors hurried into the makeshift hospital unit. The door slammed in his face, but he stuck out a palm to stop it. 
 
    Eden whirled on him. “Stay out, Frost. You can’t be in here.” 
 
    “You’re not wearing your mask or gloves,” he pointed out. 
 
    She was still holding the ones she’d removed. Holding his stare, she placed them on and hurried to where a team of people were treating the patient. The urgency had him on edge. 
 
    Then the doctors parted to allow Eden near the bed. When they did, he saw the familiar face of the woman from the mall. The pregnant one. 
 
    His gut churned. He hadn’t realized she was among those transported here for treatment. He could see why they’d selected her from the number of victims at the mall—there were two lives to save here. 
 
    Eden leaned over her, snapping orders, and people ran around to do her bidding. 
 
    Standing on the outside looking in was new to him. He was always right in the middle of the action…but this wasn’t his fight. 
 
    As he watched them work on the coding patient, he was slammed with helplessness. 
 
    Dammit, he was never helpless. His training and skill meant he’d helped save thousands over the course of his military career. But this? Was beyond his reach. 
 
    All of a sudden, Eden’s head bowed. Evander placed a hand on her back. Her shoulders gave one hard heave, and then she stepped away from the bed. 
 
    The rest of the doctors twisted away too. Through the window, Frost looked at the blank monitor. 
 
    “Fuck!” He jerked around. Gripping the back of his head, he hunched his shoulders and drifted away from the door. 
 
    Goddammit to hell!  
 
    Why that woman? Of all the people who deserved saving, it was her. 
 
    If he felt as if a knife had been thrust through the center of his chest, he couldn’t imagine what Eden must be experiencing. 
 
    He had to be there for her. 
 
    He lingered outside the door for several minutes. At last, Dr. Alicia Silvers walked out. Tears streamed down her face. Seeing Frost, she ducked her head and rushed off to the restroom. 
 
    More people exited the room. When Eden stepped out, he moved to grab her arm, thinking to wrap her tight in his embrace. 
 
    She threw up a hand. “Don’t touch me. I’ve got to decontaminate.” 
 
    He let her walk away from him. 
 
    Evander met his stare. His own eyes were hollow after what he’d witnessed. For the first time, Frost didn’t dislike the man as much. He’d seen plenty in his days of battle. Civilians blown up—women, children, the elderly. The look in the doctor’s eyes wasn’t much different from what he saw in his fellow brothers’ when things went wrong. 
 
    He paced up and down the hallway for what felt like an hour. Mustang admitted two men in hazmat suits to cart the deceased patient away. 
 
    Was she the patient who’d received Eden’s antidote? If she was, and Eden had lost that fight, then she’d need comfort. 
 
    He went in search of her, peeking into rooms and even sweeping the interior of the restroom, which was now empty. 
 
    He found her sitting on a cot, all alone. The weeping he heard through the door tipped him off. 
 
    Pushing his way in, he went directly to her and dropped to one knee in front of the cot. She didn’t look up at him. 
 
    Damn, her tears were agony to him. Each droplet, every whimper was another jab to his heart. 
 
    Without asking, he put his arms around her. 
 
    She rocked forward, her head bumping his shoulder. Did she even know who was holding her? She could think it was Evander, after all. 
 
    But there was no mistaking his arms for Evander’s. 
 
    The rough, throaty sobs tore at him. What could he do? 
 
    He pulled her into his arms and sat on the cot with her cradled against his chest. She drew in gulping breaths as if trying for composure. 
 
    “It was the patient who…” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I saw. Shhh.” He smoothed his hand down her back. 
 
    “This is my fault,” she hiccupped. 
 
    Fuck. Just as he thought—she’d administered the antidote and it resulted in the loss of a patient who had so much to live for. 
 
    “You probably…think it’s my fault…too,” she said in broken syllables. 
 
    “Christ, that’s what you think?” He buried his lips in her hair. It was silky soft against his face. “You’re the strongest, bravest woman I’ve ever met. You did your best to save that woman. You haven’t slept or taken breaks, just so you could create that antidote. It might not have worked on her because whatever was attacking her was too far gone.” 
 
    She picked up her head. Her green-blue eyes were so bloodshot it hurt him to look at them. The colorful flecks glimmered brighter under the layer of tears. 
 
    “I didn’t administer the antidote to that woman. A few hours ago, she was the most stable of the three. I wanted to wait to see how the critical patient reacted to the shot I gave him before I tested it out on her. But my call might have killed her!” 
 
    He cradled her face in his palms, edging his fingers up to her temples. “You can’t blame yourself for that, Eden. You made the best decision with the knowledge you had.” 
 
    She dropped her eyes. 
 
    “No. Look at me.” 
 
    She did. 
 
    “This is not your fault. It’s the fault of the terrorist who placed the suitcases in that mall.” 
 
    Her eyes slipped shut. A solitary tear squeezed from the corner. He thumbed it away and no more fell. For long minutes, he just held her and neither spoke. 
 
    She stirred in his arms. His first instinct was to band his arms tighter around her and keep her there, but he wouldn’t force her to do anything. He relaxed his hold, but she didn’t move. She remained in his lap. 
 
    In fact, she curled into his chest and issued a shuddering sigh. 
 
    His heart flexed. She was running herself into the ground and didn’t even realize it. Or was too strong and stubborn to let herself be anything but a doctor. Even the way she spoke of her ex leaving for some old spores was too clinical and detached, as if she’d analyzed the relationship from every angle but the one involving her heart. 
 
    If she wasn’t able to see that she needed to rest and recharge, he’d do it for her. She would run herself into the ground trying to care for all these people, and that kind of pace wasn’t sustainable. He refused to let her get hurt. 
 
    “You need sleep,” he said. 
 
    “I need to go back to work.” She didn’t make a move. 
 
    “You can’t keep operating like this on nothing. Lie down here and sleep. When you wake up, I’ll have food for you.” 
 
    She lifted her head and searched his eyes. “Why are you taking care of me? Is this in the tough-guy job description?” 
 
    He felt as though he sank so deep in her eyes that he’d never surface. 
 
    Or he never wanted to. 
 
    “Eden.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m trying like hell not to kiss you right now.” 
 
    Her eyes flared wider and she dropped her attention to his mouth. Then she tucked her bottom lip between her teeth and nibbled it. 
 
    He groaned. 
 
    Her gaze flashed back to his. Next thing he knew, she was tipping her face up to him and he moved without thinking. 
 
    Crushing her lips under his came the closest to nirvana that he ever would. Her sweet, plump mouth yielded to him. He threaded his fingers into her messy hair and pressed harder. 
 
    A soft humming noise emitted from her. 
 
    His cock had been stiffening with each second she sat in his lap, but that noise had him harden to full length. 
 
    Letting his lips travel over hers, he fought his own urges. To plunge his tongue inside and taste her. 
 
    To throw her on the bed and cover her body with his. 
 
    Christ, he shook with the control it took to keep from doing those things. 
 
    Suddenly, she broke the kiss, pulling back to look at him. “That was…” 
 
    A dozen words flitted through his mind. “Wrong” seemed to be the one that kept circling back as the one she’d most likely choose. 
 
    “Unexpected,” she whispered after a moment. 
 
    Relief swam through his system. His lips quirked at one corner. “Wanna do it again?” 
 
    “You betcha.” 
 
    They moved at the same time, lips crashing together with more urgency. She dug her fingers into his shoulders, angling her body closer and wiggling in his lap until he gritted his teeth to keep that woody from becoming an embarrassing moment. 
 
    With a hand on her nape, he dragged her into him. When he swept his tongue into her mouth, she issued a low moan that took even more of his control. 
 
    He drank from her, and she tangled her tongue with his. Hell, she looked like a prim doctor and kissed like a wild temptress. As he bit into her lower lip, he opened his eyes to find her staring at him. 
 
    A growl broke from him, and she threw herself into the kiss all over again, growing more insistent by the second, and goddamn if he didn’t want to answer the cry her body was putting out. 
 
    He ran his hands down her spine to her ass. Her breath hitched and she flipped in his lap to straddle him. 
 
    “God, honey.” He almost came in his pants at the feel of her sweet heat pressed up against his bulging erection. The barrier of her thin cotton scrubs could be ripped away with one tear of his teeth. 
 
    Then he could sink his tongue into the wet folds of her pussy and really show her how to unwind. 
 
    She rocked into him, sucked on his tongue. The play of her fingers over his chest tormented him to the point of pain. 
 
    At last, he withdrew, panting. Her eyes were no longer burning with tears. They burned with desire. 
 
    She brushed her thumb over his stubbled jaw. “I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
    “I do. This attraction’s been smoldering between us from the beginning.” 
 
    She searched his eyes as if looking for the truth in his words. “Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    “I’m always right. Which is why I know this isn’t what you need right now. As much as I’m dying to give it to you.” 
 
    Disappointment crossed her face, nearly blowing up his good intentions like a missile strike. 
 
    He stroked her hair. “You need sleep, Eden. Then food. Then, you can go back to work.” 
 
    “And what about…this?” Her voice was a rasp. 
 
    “I’ll be here when—” His words cut off as she rocked her pussy against his cock. 
 
    With a grunt, he planted his hands on her hips. “You’re really not too tired?” 
 
    “I’m really not.” She flashed a smile at him and began tearing off his clothes. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    All the toxins in the air must have entered her brain and were pushing out all her good sense. But Eden didn’t care about anything but getting Frost naked. Now. 
 
    “I don’t…know your real name,” she forced out between his drugging kisses and the feel of his hands skating over the skin he exposed with quick, efficient movements. 
 
    Dark eyes hit hers for a brief heartbeat. “It’s Orlando.” 
 
    Surprise overtook her. In the sea of Jakes, Johns and Jeremys, the unusual name stunned her. And it fit him like a size extra-extra-large nitrile glove would. 
 
    He flipped her onto the cot and leaned over her, chest heaving. The pulse in his thick neck tripped far above normal range. 
 
    “Orlando, I want you to make me feel real again. I feel like the world is crashing in.” 
 
    He hovered closer, pressing his lips against hers in a slow stamp that was filled with more passion than she’d experienced from her ex in their two years and nine months together. 
 
    Her gut told her that being with Orlando Frost would be mind-blowing. 
 
    She needed her mind blown right now. 
 
    Sliding her hand over his bulging muscles layered on his spine, she watched the lights of lust play through his eyes. 
 
    That look hit her hard. Suddenly, this felt deeper than a quickie born from the need to feel real and alive. 
 
    She looped her arms around his neck and yanked him down. Their kiss spun out of control. But when he cupped her breast and swished his callused thumb over her straining nipple, she couldn’t even think. 
 
    He drove her high up into the clouds, kissing and nipping her lips as he twisted and pinched her nipples. When he ducked his head and lifted one small tip to his mouth, she watched with total entrancement. 
 
    Holding her stare, he sucked her nipple into his mouth. The heated warmth made her arch. Her pussy flooded so much her inner thighs grew damp. 
 
    Rasping breaths came rougher when he finally took off his pants and gripped his stiff cock at the base. 
 
    She stared at his thick length, eyes wide. “You’re part of the one percent of men with a penis that size.” 
 
    His grin reached his beautiful eyes. “I’ll take that as a compliment. And to you, it’s a promise of what’s to come.” 
 
    He produced a condom and rolled it over his impressive, veined length. 
 
    “What’s your motto? A SEAL’s always prepared?” she asked. 
 
    He huffed a laugh that turned into a groan when she slipped her fingertips down his washboard abs to encircle his hard cock. 
 
    “I’m hard and aching for you.” 
 
    When he wedged himself between her splayed thighs and pressed the mushroomed tip of his cock to her waiting pussy, for a perfect moment, her mind blanked. 
 
    In one slick glide, he filled her. More than filled her. 
 
    She stretched around him, unaccustomed to his size.  
 
    He went still, waiting for her to acclimate. 
 
    “It’s…been a while for me.” Her voice wobbled. 
 
    Why did her statement make his eyes spark like that? 
 
    He brushed his mouth over hers. “Me too,” he murmured and eased out of her again. 
 
    The feel of his length sliding through her needy folds had her moaning out and rocking faster. And faster. 
 
    He clamped a hand on her ass. “Slow down, honey. I…” His voice cut off on a growl that only made her buck harder, thrusting her hips into his and taking him to the hilt. 
 
    Their lips fused. He pinched her nipple and then skidded a hand between their bodies to cover her clit with his thick digit. The instant he pressed on her needy button, stars blinded her vision. She shot upward and came with a cry that he quickly squelched by slamming his mouth over hers. 
 
    She rode his cock and the waves of her release that had struck out of nowhere. Maybe that attraction he mentioned had really been working on her all this time, burning under the surface in anticipation of this very moment when Orlando Frost took her. 
 
    His hips jerked out of rhythm. Her pussy squeezed on his length in short pulsations. When his tongue went slack on hers she knew he was shooting for the stars too. 
 
    Liquid heat flooded from him. She clutched at his spine and enjoyed every last thrust of his body right up to the very last shudder of ecstasy. For now, she would revel in this moment and not worry about what was to come. 
 
  
 
  
   
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Frost cradled a paper cup of coffee in one hand and pushed the door of the bunkroom open with the other. His gaze fell on the cot and on the sleeping woman there. 
 
    A goddamn vision. Stunningly beautiful, the color brought about by rest—and, he’d like to gloat, thorough satisfaction—returning to her cheeks. 
 
    He couldn’t stop the cocky grin that spread over his face at the thought that he was the reason for her finally passing out into a deep, healing sleep. 
 
    Silently, he closed the door and stepped up to the side of the cot. She lay on her side, warm brown tendrils of hair like a wild thicket on the pillow. Long lashes fanned across her cheeks. And even seeing the shell of one ear he’d nibbled just hours ago was a hook in his gut. 
 
    As if sensing he was staring at her, she flipped onto her back. Her eyes opened and hit his stare. 
 
    She bolted upright. The blanket slipped on her bare shoulder and dipped over the top of one small, perfect breast. She yanked it back up, more pink infusing her cheeks. 
 
    “What time is it? Why did you let me sleep? I have to get up. How are the patients?” Before she could scramble up, he sank to the edge of the cot and placed the coffee in her hands. 
 
    “Drink this while I answer your questions.” 
 
    Her brows pinched. “You’re always taking care of me.” 
 
    “Look at it as reinforcement. What you’re doing right now is the most important thing in the world.” 
 
    Their stares shared the heavy weight of that statement. It was all true. Without her antidote to this threat, a lot of people could die—globally. 
 
    She took a tentative sip of the coffee. After she swallowed, her brows smoothed out. 
 
    He couldn’t stop himself from leaning in to brush his lips across the tender spot. “Good. Now, to answer one of your questions, you slept three hours.” 
 
    “That explains why I feel so rested,” she murmured and drew another sip into her mouth. 
 
    “No alarms have gone off and nobody’s rushing around, so I’m assuming all is stable and quiet with the patients.” 
 
    Her gaze cleared of worry. “Thank god.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “As for you, Doctor…” 
 
    She gripped the blanket up around the tops of her breasts, and his gaze kept dipping to it, hoping those slender fingers of hers would unfurl and drop the cloth. Then he could start all over again. Lay her down and kiss her, suck on those beautiful nipples until she was writhing. And this time he wanted to go down between her legs and lick the sweet juices from her pussy. 
 
    “Orlando. You can’t look at me like that.” She twisted her face to partially hide it with the sheet. 
 
    His lips quirked. He’d survived Blackout training that included every manner of torture he might ever encounter. Yet he couldn’t keep her from reading the desire on his face. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You know how you’re looking at me.” She snaked out an arm for the pile of clothes he’d gathered, folded neatly and stacked on the shelf next to the bed. After setting aside the coffee, she plucked her bra off the top of the pile. She somehow managed to slip her arms into the straps without dislodging the sheet. 
 
    He bit off a growl as she thrust her chest outward when she reached behind her back to fasten the clasp. 
 
    After she put her shirt on too, his gaze still lingered on the V neck of the scrubs that teased him with what he truly wanted. 
 
    “I have to get back into the lab. Check on the patients.” Her face crumpled again, and she covered her eyes with her hand. 
 
    “You’re thinking of that woman.” He closed his fingers over her aching neck to gently massage her nape. “Everything has its time, Eden. Some must be lost so others can be saved.” 
 
    “I know it’s true in all things, but I hate that I lost her. I should have tested the antidote on her first.” 
 
    “You were only doing what you felt was best.” He caressed her spine. “Get up and finish dressing. Drink your coffee. I’ve had food delivered and it’s in the breakroom. Grab a bite to eat with me and then get back in that lab like the strong, brilliant doctor you are and find that answer.” 
 
    Her back straightened at his pep talk. She grabbed her panties and in a display of modesty that had his cock surging with need, she slipped the garment on while completely covered by the blanket. 
 
    Before she did the same with her pants, he stood and drew her to her feet. Running his gaze over her, he let her see everything on his face. He showed her the awe and admiration he had for her. And the fact that he thought her the most beautiful woman in the universe. 
 
    “You’re making it hard to get dressed.” 
 
    He patted her gently on her rounded ass. “Meet me in the breakroom.” 
 
    She gave him a soft smile. “Thank you, Orlando.” 
 
    Few people addressed him by his first name these days. Hearing it on her lips only bound him to her more. 
 
    Leaving her alone, he headed to the breakroom. But he didn’t make it halfway there before Lach caught up with him. 
 
    “Frost. Come with me. Somethin’ you need to see.” He twitched his head for him to follow and veered off down another corridor. 
 
    Frost didn’t like the sound of that. He knew when shit was flying, and his sixth sense was trilling like an alarm in an air raid. 
 
    Lach entered a room. “Close the door.” 
 
    He did and faced his brother-in-arms. “What the fuck’s going on? Where’s Mustang?” 
 
    “Still out front watching the perimeter. He already knows what I’m about to tell you. Or show you.” He withdrew his phone and swiped the screen. 
 
    A video popped up with Commander Barrett. Sparrow’s face was in the upper corner. 
 
    Frost was looking at a recording of a conference call between them. And what they said spiked adrenaline into his system. 
 
    A third person came onto the screen, the secretary of defense with his office inside the Pentagon as backdrop. 
 
    Throughout the video, Frost remained silent and intent. But as soon as Lach swiped the video off his phone, their gazes met. 
 
    “There’s chatter about a new target,” Frost restated the gist of things. 
 
    Lach nodded. “It’s DC.” 
 
    An attack just like the one on the Mall of America, only on a larger scale. Those few suitcases planted in the mall were a test run. 
 
    “What are Sparrow’s orders?” 
 
    “We fly out in an hour,” Lach responded. 
 
    An hour. Little time to say goodbye to Eden. And who knew what the events that came next would bring? 
 
    He snapped his head up. “The doctors have to come with us. If there’s an attack planned, we need that antidote. And only Eden and her crew know what’s going on.” He whipped out his own phone and got Sparrow on the line. 
 
    In as few words as possible, they formed a plan. 
 
    And he didn’t know what to think about the relief flooding over him when Sparrow agreed with him about Eden and her team joining Blackout on the flight to DC. 
 
    After he ended the call, he sent Lach back to Mustang to fill him in on the news and went in search of Eden. 
 
    He wasn’t surprised that he didn’t find her in the breakroom. She was already suited up and in the hospital ward. He started to push the door open, but out of the corner of his eye he caught movement in the corridor. 
 
    He swung his head to look just as two people vanished around the corner together. 
 
    Evander and Dr. Alicia Silvers. And they looked pretty friendly. 
 
    While he wanted to take a moment to enjoy the knowledge that Evander’s interest lay in someone other than Eden, this wasn’t the time. 
 
    He pushed the door open. “Eden!” 
 
    She looked up, her happy expression falling the minute she saw his face. 
 
    He waved a hand for her to join him and let the door fall shut with a silent gust of air. 
 
    In seconds she stood in front of him. “If you’re about to tell me off for not eating, you’re wasting your breath. I’m—” 
 
    “It’s not the food,” he cut across her. 
 
    She blinked at him through the protective mask. 
 
    “My team’s just learned of a possible threat in the works. In Washington, DC. You’re coming with us. Good news is you’re going back to your lab and can continue you’re work there. But we need you to be in the city in case of a second attack.” 
 
    “I-I can’t leave these people.” 
 
    “Eden, you need to take this order. It isn’t coming from me.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    He wrapped his fingers around her shoulders and lightly squeezed. 
 
    She bowed her head, breathing hard. 
 
    “You can’t save everybody at once. You have to come to DC with us.” 
 
    As though she’d come to that decision too, she was already nodding and spinning away from him. “There’s so much to do! I’ll need my crew with me.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll round them up. You give the others watching over the test patients instructions about continuing their care.” 
 
    She looked a little rattled and turned back to him. “I didn’t get to tell you my good news, Orlando.” 
 
    He turned to face her completely. 
 
    “The antidote I administered to the patient is reversing the effects of the biological compound.” 
 
    Pride rose inside him. But why wasn’t she smiling? 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling there’s bad news too?” 
 
    “Because there is.” Green eyes flecked with blue held his captive. “I don’t know how I can possibly create large quantities of the antidote in the short time we have. Which means I might not be able to stop people from dying after all.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Eden’s Converse high-top sneakers slapped the tarmac as she jogged to the waiting jet. Orlando’s long legs were impossible to keep up with, and the bag she’d insisted he didn’t need to carry banged against her hip, making her progress even harder. 
 
    Her gaze fell on the SEAL’s muscled back three paces ahead of her. Then beyond him to the second jet that was being loaded with the supplies she needed from the lab. The samples of the powder had been neutralized and tested extensively for safety. But they still wouldn’t take it with them. It was best kept in the secure lab. 
 
    After Orlando set the wheels in motion, his team gave orders which had everything packed in protective wrappings and loaded into boxes in no time. 
 
    She didn’t realize she’d come to a complete stop until the brawny man came back beside her. 
 
    She stared at his chest bulging with muscle and tipped her head back to meet his eyes. Amusement twinkled there, but he quickly squelched his emotion behind a mask of seriousness. 
 
    “All right, Doctor?” he asked in a deep rumble. 
 
    Her tongue came unglued from the roof of her mouth and that made her feet start working too. “Why wouldn’t I be all right? There’s just a couple lunatics who want us all dead on the loose.” She took two steps to his one. 
 
    He slipped his fingers under the strap of the bag she carried. The weight lifted off her shoulder and he swung it onto his own as if it weighed ounces and wasn’t stuffed with not only her clothes but laptops and external hard drives containing the data she and her crew had compiled about the pathogen during their short time in South Dakota. 
 
    Eden hurried to keep up with Orlando but it was damn hard not to notice how gorgeous he was. If he grew out his hair and beard, his strong features would place him into the category of a Viking. She could almost see his DNA results now. 
 
    She hardly had time to take in the landscape when she’d arrived, and now she noticed how truly beautiful it was. Amid fresh air scented with tree sap and clear blue skies, she regretted that her first visit to this state had been spent locked in a lab fighting for people’s lives. 
 
    Even without being weighed down by her luggage, she barely kept up with his long legs, and every time she slowed, the poor man behind her nearly plowed into her back. 
 
    Orlando tossed his head toward the man on her heels. “This asshole trying to run you over is Lachlan.” 
 
    “Hello,” she returned with a glance over her shoulder. 
 
    He cut a smile her way. “Thanks for the introduction, Frost. Took ya long enough. Thought you were keeping the doc all to yourself.” 
 
    His masculine grunt sent chills rippling over her and puckered her nipples under the light sweater she wore for travel. 
 
    Orlando didn’t grace that comment with a response, just placed a hand on her spine and urged her up the stairs ahead of him. The wheeze of the other plane’s doors closing and being airlocked made her pause on the steps. 
 
    “What if I’ve left something behind?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ll send for it.” 
 
    Still, she didn’t move. “I don’t like leaving those patients.” 
 
    His brown eyes sought hers. “They have a team of doctors to care for them, and you left plenty of antidote to get them through.” 
 
    If they’re going to survive at all. 
 
    The unspoken comment hovered in the air between them. 
 
    She just couldn’t lose anyone else under her care. But she couldn’t be in two places at once. Giving up control and leaving others to continue her work here at the lab was all she could do. 
 
    Quickly, she ascended the short run of steps and entered the jet. The front seats were overflowing with SEALs. All eyes seemed to shift to her. She paused in the opening. 
 
    Warm fingers moved over her spine—Orlando, urging her in. 
 
    “Look who’s accompanying the good Dr. Lowood,” one of the guys said in a teasing tone. 
 
    A deep rumble rippled from Orlando, close enough that she felt those vibrations all the way to her core. 
 
    Somehow, she managed to stumble down the aisle and take a seat at the back. 
 
    “Don’t say a fucking thing,” he warned someone in a grumble, which earned a laugh. 
 
    When he stowed her bag in the overhead compartment and took the seat next to her, she buried her face in her hands. 
 
    “Do they all know?” she whispered, peeking at him through her splayed fingers. 
 
    A dark cloud passed over his rugged features. “I don’t kiss and tell, Eden. No, they don’t know.” 
 
    She darted a look toward the front. “Then why are they all acting like they know something?” 
 
    “Because they enjoy busting my balls about the attention I give you.” 
 
    Relief surged through her. Not that she was embarrassed—she was a grown woman who’d consented to moments of passion—but she wouldn’t like bringing Orlando into the spotlight for the wrong reasons. 
 
    The engines vibrated the small jet, and she hastily buckled her seatbelt while throwing concerned looks at his profile. 
 
    He didn’t appear angry…but his brows were pinched into a V over the bridge of his nose. 
 
    She put her hand on his forearm. Thick muscle tensed under her fingers, and he swung his gaze to her. 
 
    “I’ve offended you. I didn’t mean to do that.” 
 
    “I’m not offended, Eden. I’m angry with myself.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “Why?” 
 
    “I didn’t think about how our actions could undermine your position. I’m aware that women take different hits in the workforce. If someone like Evander wants to fuck a doctor on your team, he gets a pat on the back from his staff. But the woman would take the fallout.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    “Shit. I shouldn’t have used that as an example.” 
 
    “No, no.” She tightened her grip on his arm. “You mean you knew about Evander and Alicia too?” She lowered her voice to a murmur because Alicia had just taken her seat near the tail with the rest of the crew accompanying her to Washington. 
 
    His eyes held hers. “I saw them back at the lab. I didn’t want to mention it in case… Well, I didn’t want to spread rumors.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Finish what you were about to say, Orlando. What did you really think?” 
 
    He compressed his lips. “You and Evander seemed close. I hoped that what he was doing with Alicia wouldn’t hurt you the same way that ex of yours did when he took off and left you for some spores.” 
 
    She blew out a breath. “You’ve got it all wrong about me and Evander. We attended college together. We shared a lot of the same classes over the years and were placed in group projects together. But there never was anything between us.” 
 
    After sliding his arm out from under her hand, he clasped it firmly in his. The soft stroke of his thumb over her knuckles heated her in new ways. She was so caught up in the trance of staring into his eyes that she didn’t notice that they’d taken off until an alert sounded that it was safe to remove their seatbelts. 
 
    In the front, the guys were holding a conversation. Orlando tore his stare from hers and focused on them. She tuned into their words too, catching bits and piecing them together. 
 
    “Potential targets…” 
 
    She gripped the chair in front of her. 
 
    Orlando saw her reaction and cleared his throat loud enough to stop the guys. They twisted in their seats to look back at them. 
 
    “Eden, do you have something to say about the targets?” he prompted her. 
 
    She nodded and realized she sat much lower than the others and they probably couldn’t see her all too well. She pushed to her feet to address the entire jet full of passengers. 
 
    “Your question about where the targets might be in Washington… Well, I know.” 
 
    All eyes trained on her. 
 
    “The virus needs to come in contact with bodily fluid in order to thrive. In the Mall of America, it entered through cuts or abrasions. In some cases, victims breathed it into their lungs, which mixed with their mucous membranes. When the substance escaped the cases, the powder was fine enough to be picked up on air currents. Which means the target would be indoors. The terrorist will rely on a ventilation system to carry the pathogen. The place will be big. And he’d want lots of people present.” 
 
    Sparrow nodded sharply. “We appreciate the information, Dr. Lowood. I’ll pass it on to our superior officers. If we have more questions, or you think of anything to add, we’d appreciate your assistance.” 
 
    “Of course,” she agreed. 
 
    She sank to her seat again, her mind humming as she considered the locations of all the possible targets in a metropolitan area as large as DC. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Orlando’s gaze focus on her. 
 
    He covered her hand where it rested on her knee. His longer fingers spread over her trousers, his body heat working between the cotton fibers. 
 
    “It’s going to be all right, Eden.” His low voice added to her awareness of him. Everything about him was larger than life, hotter than hot. More man than…well, most men. 
 
    She chewed on her lip to keep from throwing herself into his lap and kissing the hard lips that could control her every thought. 
 
    He issued a low groan. “You’re going to get us both in trouble.” 
 
    The heat low in her belly felt like lava slipping through every pathway leading down to the spot she wanted him most. 
 
    His fingers tightened on her thigh but seemed to trap her breath in her throat. Their gazes locked. 
 
    “Talk about something, Eden.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We need to hold a civilized conversation to distract me from the things going on in my mind.” 
 
    Liquid heat pooled between her legs. How could she want a man with so much desperation? She hardly knew him. 
 
    She gathered air into her lungs. “Uh…I’ll start with when I first realized I wanted to work in the field of science.” 
 
    His laser focus only seemed to make her temperature rise. 
 
    “When I was eight, I got one of those science lab kits in a gift exchange at Christmastime. My cousin, Carly, gave it to me. And I loved that thing sooo much. I did every single test in the book and there was still material left over, so I started performing my own tests.” She issued a laugh. “Funny part is that Carly had received that same kit for her birthday two months before and her family just regifted it.” 
 
    “So the thing she didn’t want became your passion.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ve been running tests and creating hypotheses ever since. In high school, I had a very good teacher who fostered my passion and allowed me to stay after to do advanced experiments the rest of the class couldn’t handle.” 
 
    He nudged her foot with his boot. “Tell me about the shoes.” 
 
    She looked down at her Converse high-tops—black and white with red laces she’d added later. 
 
    She shrugged. “They’re comfortable for travel. This pair’s been to Germany and Switzerland with me several times for conferences.” 
 
    “And the red laces? What made you choose them?” 
 
    “For heart disease awareness.” 
 
    He stared at her. 
 
    “My dad. He had a heart attack when he was just forty-five. I was still in high school. We would have lost him if not for medical advances. And because of that, heart disease awareness is my charity of choice.” 
 
    He stroked his fingertip over her knuckles as if to soothe her. 
 
    “What about you? Do you have a charity you support? Cat rescues or…” She smiled, but his eyes had darkened with some unnamed emotion. 
 
    “There’s something you should know about me, Eden.” 
 
    His words slapped her with fear. Her heart gave a painful squeeze. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    He bent his head closer to hers. “I am a SEAL, but not like the ones you’re thinking of. This team,” he pitched his voice lower so she could scarcely hear over the hum of the engines, “isn’t on the grid. We’re not known to anyone.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” she whispered back. 
 
    “It means we don’t exist.” 
 
    Her eyes shifted to the team in the seats ahead of them. 
 
    He enveloped her hand in his. “I’m not supposed to share anything about it. I’m only telling you so you know who I am.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Eden, it means I’m not allowed to have a family outside of this unit—the Blackout team. To outsiders, we’re dead. Even our families believe we’re dead.” 
 
    She gulped. “You just exist to save the world?” 
 
    He gave a solemn nod. 
 
    “But how is that fair? Humane? Everyone needs to live for something, other than work, even if you adore doing it!” 
 
    He pressed a fingertip to her lower lip, shushing her with the electric bolt of need his touch sent through her. 
 
    “Some of the guys have found ways to work around that.” 
 
    She shook her head, not understanding, and he didn’t explain further. But there was one thing she picked up from what he said. 
 
    After this was all over…if she wanted to go on dates with Orlando, or try to have a relationship, she couldn’t. 
 
    She was in another failed relationship, doomed before it even began. 
 
    But backing away from the man seemed as difficult as beating biological warfare. 
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    The Blackout headquarters was strangely quiet. There were always people here and more often than not, they were in various states of preparation to deploy or rushing to get out the door. 
 
    So having all this silence made Frost even edgier. They’d been back in DC for a week, and he hadn’t set eyes on Eden. His days were filled with briefings and updates on Abubakar’s movements. 
 
    From what he heard about Eden, her days were spent in her lab, fighting to refine the antidote and heading a huge production team hauling ass to produce enough to be of help in the event of an attack. 
 
    He propped his elbows on the wooden table, a mug of coffee he hadn’t touched in front of him. Staring at the steam rising from the brew, he replayed his time with Eden…and how it had ended. 
 
    Why had he ever dropped that bomb about his life—or lack of—on her? The rest of the flight, she’d been silent, withdrawn. When they landed, a team of people were there to meet her and her crew, and escort them to her lab along with the supplies she’d brought from South Dakota. 
 
    They’d surrounded her, overwhelmed her. And he hadn’t gotten a chance to say goodbye. In the end, he’d called her name. She looked up and smiled. 
 
    That was all. 
 
    He was pretty sure her smile never reached her eyes. Whatever had been growing between them had been torched with a flamethrower, mortally wounded. 
 
    It was his own damn fault, but he couldn’t exactly get involved with a woman and then break the news to her that he wasn’t a functioning member of society. 
 
    Now any chance he had with her was a plane shot out of the sky. 
 
    The thud of boots made him shift his gaze from the spot on the wall he’d been staring at. Ramsey strutted to the coffeemaker and poured himself a mug. He replaced the pot on the burner and leaned against the counter. As he brought the mug to his lips, his stare landed on Frost. 
 
    He returned the look with a blank one of his own. 
 
    Ramsey took a sip and then lowered the mug. “You look like hell. You should get outta here for a while.” 
 
    He grunted. Where would he go? Some of the guys kept homes and apartments close enough to rally if the alarm went up. Not Frost. He didn’t see much point when he didn’t have a life beyond Blackout. 
 
    As if sensing the path of his thoughts, Ramsey said, “You’re welcome to come home with me and stay. I’m headed there as soon as I get some caffeine in me. My beautiful wife and son didn’t ask for a zombie.” 
 
    Frost lifted his mug but didn’t bother drinking. He didn’t even want coffee. He just needed something to do. “Thanks, but I’m good here.” 
 
    “You don’t look good, man. What’s going on?” Ramsey sipped again. 
 
    Frost gave up on the pretense of drinking his coffee and set it down. He scrubbed a fingertip over his jaw. 
 
    “You’ve let your beard grow,” Ramsey noted. 
 
    “Didn’t much care to spend time in front of the mirror.” 
 
    He needed to get out of here or Ramsey would keep grilling him. Grabbing his untouched coffee, he stood and carried it to the sink, dumped it down the drain, and watched the brew swirl in the bottom. 
 
    “Shit, Frost. The guys are talking, but I didn’t believe them. Until now.” 
 
    He swung his head to look at Ramsey. 
 
    “You’re hung up on that doctor, aren’t you?” Ramsey’s question was a battering ram to the gut. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, something’s eating at you.” 
 
    He had to get a grip. He was Blackout. Could be no less than a thousand percent and ready to give his all. 
 
    “Been thinking I should head to the range. Blast a few hundred rounds of ammo,” he said. 
 
    Ramsey set his cup on the counter. “Good idea. Need a ride? I can drop you on my way home.” 
 
    “That’d be great, thanks. I’ll just grab a few things from my locker.” 
 
    Ramsey nodded. “I’ll meet ya outside.” 
 
    Frost headed to the bank of metal cages containing all his gear, everything from his weapons of choice to body armor and even clean socks. After stuffing a few things in a bag, he sauntered out to meet Ramsey. 
 
    Blackout headquarters was concealed from the rest of the world. Anyone without top security clearance had to wear a blackout hood so they wouldn’t see the location. And word in the barracks was that they wouldn’t be here much longer. Occasionally moving positions was important to their safety—and a matter of national security. 
 
    As he hit the open air, he realized, as if for the first time, that this was all he had in life—his duty, his buddies…and a few free hours to blow off steam at the shooting range. 
 
    It was good that Eden had escaped before he reeled her in too deep. 
 
    He’d seen the way she looked at him. It was the same way he looked at her. 
 
    Ramsey’s sporty ride was parked outside the door. Frost crossed to the passenger door in long strides. When he climbed in, he threw his buddy a crooked grin. “Glad it wasn’t your motorcycle. I don’t ride bitch to anybody.” 
 
    Ramsey’s chuckle was swallowed by the engine as he revved the vehicle out of the lot. The back streets were empty, which only added to Frost’s feeling that he was an outsider. He surfaced when given an order, performed his duty and saved lives, then went back to not existing. 
 
    He sank into thought, and Ramsey was tactful enough that he didn’t ask questions. When he finally noticed they weren’t headed in the direction of the shooting range outside the city limits, minutes had passed. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” he asked. 
 
    Ramsey lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “You’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    Frost tensed. Gripping the armrest, he leaned forward, scanning the streets, trying to link them to any location in his mind. They weren’t even going toward the old warehouse Ramsey had spent years renovating into a showpiece of a home, where he recently instilled his wife Farah and their new son. Frost’s throat closed a bit—the boy was named Kobe, after one of Blackout’s fallen, Kobe Bridger. 
 
    “Where the fuck are you taking me?” he growled. 
 
    Ramsey snorted. “Trust a brother, would ya? Would I ever steer you wrong?” 
 
    He collapsed against the seat. “I fucking hate surprises.” 
 
    Ramsey laughed outright. “You would, you grumpy motherfucker.” 
 
    Frost shook his head. “If I don’t like this…” 
 
    “Empty threats.” He took a right turn that spread into a small parking lot filled with cars of various makes, models and colors. Nothing about them gave away who the owners were or what went on in the building. 
 
    Ramsey braked. “Just make sure your promises aren’t empty.” 
 
    Frost stared at him and then the small sign near the front door.  
 
    Biopath Lab. 
 
    Heart thundering, he grabbed the car door handle. “You’re fucking kidding me.” 
 
    Ramsey grinned. “Get the fuck out, Frost. And don’t fuck things up with your doctor.” 
 
    Suddenly, he was a fifteen-year-old pimple-faced boy, unsure how to ask the girl he liked to homecoming. Even though his sister would scoff at his nerves and tell him that there wasn’t a girl in the school who wasn’t hoping to be the lucky girl he asked, the assurance never quite worked. 
 
    Did he just walk up to the door and asked to see Eden? What if she refused him? 
 
    He’d let Ramsey drive off believing he’d done Frost a favor. But as soon as he was out of sight, he’d call an Uber or something. Eden didn’t need him butting into her life when he hardly had anything to give her. 
 
    She needed to focus on her work right now. 
 
    “Go on,” Ramsey urged. 
 
    Frost tossed a look at him before opening the door. He jumped out, leaving behind the bag he’d brought and no longer needed. Before he could turn to wave, his buddy was already pulling away. 
 
    He thought about that Uber again and then turned for the building. 
 
    “Bastard,” he roughed out even as he walked up to the entrance. His feet knew how he felt even if he kept denying it. The emotions hounding him weren’t something to ignore. 
 
    A small camera was aimed at him, and he looked into it when he stabbed the buzzer. 
 
    “State your name and your reason for visiting,” the female voice ordered over an intercom. 
 
    “Orlando Frost. I’m here to see Dr. Eden Lowood.” 
 
    “Just a minute please.” 
 
    He stared through the mirrored glass door, scenarios playing in his mind. That she’d be too busy to see him rose to the top of the list. Followed by a chilly response as a close second. 
 
    But he was here—thanks to that asshole, Ramsey—and he’d at least get the chance to talk to Eden, even if it was just to ask if she was taking care of herself. 
 
    His pulse tripped faster. He was trained to control his reactions and the adrenaline levels in his body, but for once he let it take over and felt. 
 
    When the voice projected again, he gave a start. “You can enter. Take a right and come directly to the office.” 
 
    The lock clicked as the faceless woman admitted him, and he pulled the door open. He barely got through the first door before a second one opened and a woman sailed through it. 
 
    Dr. Eden Lowood. 
 
    His heartbeat hurt inside his chest. His gaze frantically sought hers and his pulse tripled. She was smiling at him. 
 
    Unable to stop himself, he moved toward her, arms open…and she stepped right into them. 
 
    She brought her arms around his neck and clung to him, her cheek pillowed on his chest. Relief mingled with excitement and something more that he couldn’t deny for much longer. 
 
    He clasped her against him and buried his face in her hair. “Eden.” 
 
    “It’s so good to see you, Orlando.” She squeezed him tighter and then released him enough to step back. She tilted her head to meet his gaze. 
 
    They grinned at each other, and that was when he knew everything would be all right. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    When the door buzzer sounded, Eden had been standing in the office dictating a list of essential supplies to the administrative assistant. Then she heard a familiar deep voice come over the speaker. 
 
    Even then, she didn’t totally believe her ears until he stated his name in that low rumbling tone that sent spikes of need through her body. 
 
    Orlando Frost. Here in the flesh? She didn’t believe it. She’d had to look at the security monitor for herself. 
 
    Her knees had gone weak at the sight of the muscled SEAL standing there asking to see her. 
 
    Now she was looking into the deep brown eyes that snapped with intelligence and humor…and maybe something more—something private, just for her. 
 
    He curled his fingers around her elbows, holding her in place. His stare roamed over her hair and face, lingering on her mouth until her insides tremored. He took in every inch of her from head to foot, and when he returned his gaze to hers, she felt drained and revitalized at the same time. 
 
    “Do I pass inspection?” Her question held an edge of breathiness. 
 
    “You seem to be holding up.” 
 
    There he was again with the concern he’d shown her back in South Dakota. She didn’t know whether to feel insulted that he didn’t think her capable of taking care of herself or if she should be touched that he gave a damn. 
 
    It was only right for her to look him over the same way. She took her time too, noting some creases around his eyes that hinted he might not be sleeping well. But how did she know? She didn’t know Orlando all that well. 
 
    Except the impressive feel of him stretching her and driving her to the peak of bliss was all too fresh in her mind. 
 
    With her stomach shaking from nerves and excitement, she pulled away from his grasp. “Will you have coffee with me?” 
 
    His eyes burned into hers. “I’m up for anything as long as I get to spend time with you.” 
 
    Her insides clutched at his words. She was also all too conscious of the cameras on them and the fact that the girls in the office were probably watching them like a daytime soap opera. 
 
    Nodding, she turned to lead him away from the entrance. She pictured the girls bringing up the security footage of the corridor to continue watching them, and she forced herself to act with all the propriety due her position. But her body urged her to touch Orlando, to cup his square jaw and brush her fingers through the thick beard growth there. 
 
    She took him to her personal office—one of the only places cameras didn’t follow them. She almost smiled thinking of the ladies in the office grumbling while returning to their work. 
 
    Orlando entered the room and immediately kicked the door closed behind him. She whirled to him just as he reached her in one stride, catching her up in his arms and slamming his lips over hers. 
 
    She gasped at the feel and taste of him. Digging her fingers into his scalp, she pulled him down, fusing their lips with all the passion she’d only allowed to surface in her dreams since their stolen interlude back in South Dakota. 
 
    He lashed his arm around her middle and bowed her over his arm, tongue seeking the depths of her mouth. She never realized it was missing such thorough exploration. Small whimpers escaped her, and he echoed them with groans that vibrated her entire body. 
 
    Spreading his hand across her back, he worked it downward over scrubs she wore, along the crest of her buttocks. His heat reached through the cotton and branded her flesh. Her pussy pooled with want. 
 
    He tore his mouth from hers and speckled kisses on her jaw, down over the point to her throat. Her eyes slipped shut, and she shuddered with the force of her want. 
 
    “I can’t get you out of my head, Eden.” He trailed his lips along her collarbone and dipped lower into the V of her scrub top. She dropped her head back, and his palm was there to catch it, cradling it perfectly. 
 
    Her fingers convulsed in his hair. His words did as much to her insides as his kisses. “Me either,” she confessed on a breath. “I…wondered if you’d come see me.” 
 
    He raised his head and pierced her with a look. “Wondered or hoped?” 
 
    “Hoped,” she squeaked out. 
 
    He whipped her upright and whirled her against the door, pinning her with his big body. It was her turn to drive him as crazy as he’d just driven her with only a few strokes of his fingers and mouth. 
 
    Locking a hand on his shoulder, she reached up with the other to rasp her fingertips over his jaw. “You haven’t shaved.” 
 
    “Haven’t felt like it. But I would have if I’d known I was coming here.” 
 
    Her fingers paused on his cheek. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    His lips quirked. “I guess, One of my teammates thought it was time I stopped moping around the barracks.” 
 
    She gave a small shake of her head. “You were moping?” 
 
    “Thinking,” he corrected himself, threading his fingers in her hair and drawing it off her neck so he could duck his head and kiss the spot. 
 
    The instant his warm lips met her skin, her insides squeezed. She yanked him in, twisting her head to give him access to her throat, which he brushed with kisses from ear to collarbone. 
 
    “So you…did want to see me? You weren’t coerced by this teammate of yours?” she managed to whisper between gulps of air. 
 
    He lifted his head and looked deep in her eyes. “I needed to see you, Eden. Can we get outta here? Are you allowed to leave for a while?” He skated a hand from her waist up her side, grazing the side of her breast. 
 
    Lava filled her veins. She tried to think about his question, but her brain was scrambled. 
 
    “I want to be alone with you.” 
 
    Her breaths came faster. “I’d like that too.” Never in her life had she made such an admission to a man. And never had her own desires come before her work. But she had a team of capable people working under her. She’d been running full steam ahead, pretty much nonstop, since she got the call to go to the Mall of America. She could afford a few hours off. 
 
    He swooped in and lightly bit the point of her chin. She gasped out and dragged him to her lips. He flipped his tongue against hers in a panty-flooding, mind-blowing way. 
 
    Sliding his hand over her breast and upward, he settled it at the base of her throat. The act commanded her attention. His expression was raw with desire. 
 
    She swallowed hard, but he only held her lightly. She could move if she wanted. 
 
    But she didn’t want to. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” he repeated. 
 
    She gave a slight nod, but her gaze locked on his hard lips for a long heartbeat until he captured hers again with even more passion than the times before. 
 
    His fingers gently teased her throat and he pinned her to the wall with his body. His hips and the hard length of his erection drove her crazy with the need to strip off all their clothes and straddle him. 
 
    She reached up and covered his hand where it rested on her throat. 
 
    A question lived in his eyes: Do you trust me with your body? 
 
    She did. With her life too. 
 
    As if hearing her response, he dropped his forehead against hers, and she breathed in his masculine scent. “Do you have a car?” 
 
    She nodded, nose brushing his. “And an apartment.” 
 
    He stepped away from her, leaving her quivering. 
 
    She latched on to the door handle. “Uh…meet me outside the building. I just need to speak to my team.” 
 
    Chocolate eyes rested on hers for a throbbing beat. 
 
    She twisted the knob and stepped aside, drawing the door open wide enough for his broad shoulders to fit through. 
 
    She stood there a minute longer, trying to calm the pounding of her heart and gather her wits before going to talk to her team. Her cheeks burned, and when she touched them, she found them hot with a blush and probably a good bit of beard burn. 
 
    Oh god, how that would feel on her inner thighs. 
 
    Orlando’s heavy footsteps moved away from the door. After a few moments, she felt composed enough to see her people. 
 
    Getting out of the lab for a few hours was easier than she thought. Everyone agreed she’d been working herself to death and deserved a few hours to recharge. But when she walked out, the girls in the office exchanged knowing glances among themselves before returning to their computers. 
 
    It felt weird to leave the lab. She hadn’t even seen daylight in several days. She’d like to stand in the sun’s rays and bask in the warmth, but she wanted even more to be alone with Orlando. 
 
    He was waiting across the parking lot for her, his stare heating her from the inside in ways the sunshine couldn’t. 
 
    She pointed at her car and veered toward it. 
 
    Before she could open the door, though, he placed a hand on her arm to stop her. His eyes were serious. So serious. 
 
    “If I get a call, I have to warn you that I have no choice but to go,” he said. 
 
    She nodded. “Then let’s hope you don’t get a call.” 
 
    Driving the few miles to her apartment left her jittery. This couldn’t be real, she kept telling herself. Then she’d glance over at Orlando’s strong profile and knew that it was. 
 
    When she parked in front of her building, she sat staring at her steering wheel. She knew a lot about science and the world. But what came next in a situation like this? 
 
    “We’re two consenting adults,” she said aloud. 
 
    A warm fingertip landed under her chin. He turned her face to look at him. “We are. But we don’t have to take things there, Eden. Not if you don’t want to. We can just talk. You can show me your lab reports or your collection of fungi.” 
 
    She looked at him. “How did you know about my collection?” She delivered the question with such deadpan seriousness that his eyes widened. 
 
    She grinned. “Only joking. I actually collect clowns.” 
 
    Orlando’s brows winged upward. “I hope you’re screwing with me, Eden.” 
 
    With a laugh that eased some of her jumping nerves, she climbed out of the car. “You’ll just have to see.” 
 
    He followed her to the front door of her walkup, leaving her aware of how he stood just behind her. As if guarding her. 
 
    She pushed her door wide. “Welcome to Casa de Clown. That’s what I like to call it, anyway. Home sweet home.” 
 
    He stepped in, and she watched his face break into a smile as he realized that she was really kidding about the clown collection. 
 
    But he only glanced around her simple home for a moment before stepping up to her. 
 
    Now that they were alone in a way they never had been before, shyness washed over her. She dropped her stare to his muscled chest and waited for the next move. 
 
    “This is out of my realm of knowledge, Orlando, but I want to try. I want to be something besides a woman in a lab coat. I want to let out all these emotions for you that I’ve been keeping inside,” she said quietly. 
 
    He settled his hands on her waist, eyes smoldering at her words. “You don’t need all the answers. We’ll figure it out together.” 
 
    She got the impression that he understood that she meant more than sex. Figuring out their lives—and how they pieced together—was their next leap. 
 
    She started by touching him. With her hands on his chest, she watched his face as she explored, looking for signs of what he liked. Swishing her hands over the cotton of his black T-shirt, she brushed over the bump of one nipple. It hardened at her touch. 
 
    Breathing faster, she moved her hands down to his shirt hem and eased her hands underneath, flattening them against the warm steel of his skin. 
 
    He watched her closely, nostrils flaring. 
 
    Feeling bolder, she tugged his shirt up over washboard abs. Reaching his pecs, she leaned in and licked his nipple. 
 
    A gutteral groan burst out of him. Her insides responded with a hard pinch of want. When she leaned in and sucked his nipple, he cupped her head to him, and she closed her eyes, slammed by the feel of being with him again. 
 
    A man she barely knew was filling her with more emotions than her ex ever did. 
 
    She pulled his shirt off, and he helped her do it. Once she was met with all that steely tanned skin, her insides quivered. 
 
    “Last time I scared you off. Now you know what I am.” His throat clicked on a swallow. 
 
    She met his gaze. “A beautiful god of a man who has shown me he cares more about me in a few encounters than people who have known me for years.” 
 
    Something shifted in the depths of his eyes—a dangerous flash that left her dazed. 
 
    She ripped off her scrub top and pressed her bare skin against his. Just that simple meeting of their flesh woke up every part of her. She burned. Her pussy grew slick. 
 
    “The bedroom’s the first door on the right,” she whispered, turning her lips up for his kiss. 
 
    A low growl rumbled through him. “We can take it slower.” 
 
    She shook her head, the swish of her hair over her naked back adding to the eroticism of the moment. “I don’t need slow. I just need you.” 
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    With Eden’s plump lips trapped under his, Frost walked her backward through her bedroom door. The light scent of lavender filled the space. He’d read crap about lavender calming the senses, but his were far from calm. 
 
    The point of her tongue probed his lightly, stealing more of his control. He wanted her slow and thorough. He wanted to imprint himself on her, so she’d never forget who she’d invited to her bed. 
 
    He stopped with her in the middle of the floor. “Tell me what you like.” 
 
    She lowered herself from tiptoe. A flush crept into her cheeks. “I didn’t realize you’re one of those guys who talks during sex.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms loosely around her waist, tugging her against his body. “I’m not buried inside you yet, beautiful. This is foreplay.” 
 
    A shiver rippled through her. 
 
    His lips tugged at one corner. “Eden, you’re a strong woman who knows her mind. Telling me what you need to feel good shouldn’t put a blush on your cheeks.” 
 
    He stroked the curve of her cheekbone with a fingertip, moving down to the point of her chin. With his finger set underneath it, he raised her face to his. Seeing the confusion and want warring in her eyes, he took control. 
 
    Claiming her lips, he walked her back to the bed. Now he understood the whirring noise he’d noticed when he first entered. 
 
    “You sleep with a white noise machine.” 
 
    “Mm-hm. There’s a lot of street traffic, and I fall asleep early.” 
 
    Learning these tiny nuances about her was cementing her in his life even more. He wanted to know every little habit and talent. Did she sing in the shower? Drink anything besides Diet Pepsi? 
 
    Her thighs came up against the mattress. Her eyes widened. 
 
    He released her and stepped back, drinking in her appearance. Topless, her hair brushing her shoulders. The bra she wore was navy blue satin edged with a sheer strip of cloth that teased. 
 
    Hooking a finger under the strap, he eased it down. “I’ll never be able to look at navy blue again without thinking of you in this.” 
 
    Breath hitching, she boldly slipped her other strap down. The crests of her breasts spilled out of the cups, the shadow of her cleavage driving him crazy. 
 
    He couldn’t resist sweeping a finger inside one cup and swiping it over her nipple. The bud puckered for him. 
 
    “Talk to me, Eden. Do you like your nipples sucked?” 
 
    She gulped. Nodded. 
 
    Yanking the cup down, he bent his head to one, capturing her nipple between his lips and pinching open her bra clasp in the same move. 
 
    Gasping, she threaded her fingers in his hair and yanked him closer. Her head dropped back as he sucked and nibbled that nipple into a hard peak. Then he moved to the next. 
 
    Trailing his fingers down her stomach, he took in every whimper and catch in her breathing. When he gently pressed her down on the bed, he tore his mouth from her breast and dropped to one knee in front of her. 
 
    Her eyes blazed with desire. 
 
    He guided her foot up onto his thigh and set about loosening the laces of her sneaker enough to slip the high-top off her foot. After he removed both shoes and socks, he slid his hands up her shins to her knees. As he reached her inner thighs, she issued a strangled rasp that cut off when he gently parted her legs. 
 
    Holding her gaze, he asked what he’d been dying to know for a week. “Do you like your pussy licked?” 
 
    A shudder shook her. “Oh god…” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.” Without warning her of his intentions, he glided to his feet and whipped off her pants. Her underwear slid off with them easily and he cast them all aside on the shaggy white throw rug next to her bed. 
 
    With her naked and panting, he positioned her on the navy blue pillows and went down on her. The fragrance of her need yanked him in. Planting his hands on her thighs, he spread her wide and nuzzled his nose over her trim patch of hair to her wet seam. 
 
    “Or…land…ooooo.” 
 
    He found her hard clit immediately and sucked on it for dizzying minutes before allowing himself to dip his tongue into her center. As soon as he tasted all that sweetness, he lost his head. 
 
    Diving into her pussy over and over, fucking her with his tongue and alternately sucking the hard pearl nestled between her folds, he lifted her to him, feasting on her flavor and the little moans that grew louder by the second. 
 
    Her stomach muscles dipped with her gasps. Her eyes were wide, fixed on his face and what he was doing to her. When he felt her folds quiver beneath his tongue, he knew she was nearly there. 
 
    “I…need…more!” she burst out. 
 
    A growl bubbled from his throat. He plunged his tongue deep and found a spot that made her writhe and pump her hips against his face. 
 
    Each twitch of his tongue made her shake harder. 
 
    She came apart on a low cry that grew louder as her orgasm went on. Goddamn, giving her pleasure made him happier than he’d been since he could remember. 
 
    Watching her features ripple with ecstasy, he lowered her body to the bed and slipped two fingers inside her soaking sheath. 
 
    She bucked, thrusting on his hand. When he realized she was coming again, his already-stiff cock damn near exploded. His balls throbbed, and precum seeped from the tip, wetting his briefs. 
 
    “Keep coming, beautiful. God, you’re sexy.” He pulsed his fingers in her, drawing out her release for long seconds. 
 
    Eden gave a final rasp and threw herself on the mattress, her arms out to her sides. Flushed and trembling, she met his stare. 
 
    He gave her a smile. 
 
    “I’m not a fan of cocky men, but you deserve to be pleased with yourself after that.” 
 
    His grin widened and he rocked onto his feet, standing at the bedside to strip. She watched him. Starting at the bottom, he unlaced his boots and stepped out of them. His cargo pants and underwear were off in one shove. 
 
    His cock jutted out like an arrow, stiff and veined. He clasped the head and ran his thumb over the precum glistening there. 
 
    She moaned. 
 
    “I only have one condom on me, beautiful. You get one chance.” 
 
    She shook her head, hair swishing on the pillow. “I know you get checked regularly. I do too. And I’m on birth control.” 
 
    His balls clenched at the very thought of entering her without any barriers. Nothing but her slick heat wrapped around him. 
 
    Swallowing took some effort when his tongue was stuck in his throat. “You’re sure?” 
 
    She opened her arms to invite him in. “I won’t only have you once, Orlando.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    The sex Eden had experienced in the past had been decent. Nothing to write poems about, let alone anything longer. 
 
    But being with Orlando made her want to save the world, write an opus and shake the neighbor’s apartment all at the same time. 
 
    She wrapped her ankles around his carved ass and rocked into his every thrust. His thick length coaxed juices from her so each glide pulled another low rumble of pleasure from him. 
 
    Having his weight bearing down on her was a pleasure she wouldn’t soon forget. And his kisses left her shaking. The knot in her core tightened with every plunge. Her inner walls contracted, and he let out a growl. 
 
    Then he braced his weight on one arm and withdrew most of the way from her. Mind-blowing bliss hit her. 
 
    He stroked his mushroomed head over her G-spot. He’d found it easily before, and here she thought it didn’t exist. No man had ever located it in the past, and her battery-operated boyfriend was just as clueless. 
 
    Now she realized it wasn’t operator error—she needed Orlando to do the job right. 
 
    She dug her nails into his shoulders. 
 
    “You’re getting wetter for me, beautiful. Fuck!” He churned faster, until she thought she’d die from the pressure building inside her. 
 
    When his eyes darkened, she knew he was about to come inside her. But she wasn’t prepared for the heated jets showering her inner walls or the force of her own release it triggered. 
 
    Their lips crashed together. Their bodies slapped. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut and rode out the release with him. Her mind and body shut down to the stressors of the outside world. All she had right this minute was a gorgeous man in her arms—and between her legs. 
 
    The stroke of fingertips over her shoulder and down her arm all the way to her wrist brought her mind back. She looked into Orlando’s deep brown eyes. 
 
    “I needed that.” 
 
    His chest vibrated on a low chuckle. Easing his arm around her, he drew her close, so she was half lying on top of him. “You did, did you?” 
 
    “Yes. It made me shut out the world for a while.” 
 
    His lips flattened, and the expression in his eyes grew serious. “You’ve been carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders.” He stroked a trail back to her shoulder. 
 
    “You have just as much stake in this game. You’re hunting that terrorist.” 
 
    He didn’t speak, to agree or disagree. 
 
    “I understand. It’s classified.” 
 
    He pushed a sigh through his nostrils. 
 
    She rested her head on his chest and toyed with the dark hair springing up from the muscle. “We don’t have to talk about any of that. We have this time together—let’s not spoil it.” 
 
    He remained silent. 
 
    “We do only have a short time together,” she went on, waiting for some agreement. 
 
    When none came, she lifted her head and met his stare. 
 
    “I know this isn’t a permanent situation, Orlando. You lead a different life than I do. You probably have short affairs like this all the time.” 
 
    Despite her words, what she saw in the depths of his eyes made her heart twist. 
 
    She started to disentangle herself from his arms. “If you want to go now, I totally get it.” 
 
    “Don’t pull away.” He held her in place. “Hell, Eden. You really don’t know, do you?” 
 
    She blinked. “Know what?” 
 
    Looking deep into her eyes, his throat worked on a swallow. “How I feel about you.” 
 
    She extracted herself from his arms and sat up. Drawing the sheet over her chest, she gaped at him. “How…you feel about me? Orlando, this isn’t necessary. I don’t need anything from you.” 
 
    He let out a growl. 
 
    “You can’t possibly have feelings for me.” 
 
    He stared at her for so long that a flush of heat stole over her, both from the intensity of his gaze and the volumes that his silence spoke. 
 
    “I do have feelings.” His voice was gritty. 
 
    “We’ve… We’ve only known each other a little over a week!” 
 
    He swung his legs over the side of the bed, dipping his head into his hands. His words came muffled. “I don’t know how it happened any more than you do.” 
 
    Her heart thumped so hard it made her feel a little dizzy. “How what happened?” she whispered. 
 
    As soon as he twisted to look at her, her mouth fell open. 
 
    “Eden, I’m in love with you.” 
 
    A puff of air left her. Her lungs burned to get it back. “What?” she squeaked. “When? How?” 
 
    He raked his fingers through his hair. “It took about fifteen minutes.” 
 
    She gaped at him. She couldn’t have heard him right. 
 
    It took fifteen minutes for him to fall in love with her? That couldn’t be love. It had to be something else. Intestinal gas, or… 
 
    His gaze pierced her, and he let down his guard, showing her the rawness of his emotions. “I’ve spent the rest of the time I’ve known you trying to understand how it happened too. Now you know.” He stood, grabbed his clothes and went into the bathroom. 
 
    The click of the door closing jolted her back to reality. 
 
    Her eyes blurred. She’d met a lot of different men from all different walks of life. Some silly, some cocky, many smart. And Orlando was one of the smart ones. He wouldn’t just spew emotions like that if he didn’t truly mean what he said. 
 
    But…how could anyone form feelings for someone after fifteen short minutes? And about her? She wasn’t one of those bombshell beauties men tripped over themselves to get to. She didn’t possess classical beauty traits. If anything, she was a little off—her nose too flat, her eyes spaced too far apart. Her hair was frizzy when it rained and unruly the rest of the time. 
 
    She wore scrubs, for hell’s sake! Nobody looked sexy in scrubs, especially when her breasts weren’t much to look at. 
 
    But to claim he had feelings for her, Orlando must have looked deeper than surface value. 
 
    Eden’s lips popped open, this time on a soft sigh. 
 
    He’d seen her in action. He saw her determination. Her drive. Her devotion to keeping people alive. 
 
    She didn’t know how long he stayed in the bathroom, but when the door opened again, their gazes locked. 
 
    A ripple of tenderness passed over his face. For such a big man, he crossed the room with surprising silence. As he sank to the bed in front of her, she took in the crease between his brows. 
 
    He bowed his head. “I scared the hell out of you.” He glanced up again to gauge the veracity of his statement. 
 
    She didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “I know how farfetched it sounds. But you know I’m not a flighty guy who makes declarations lightly. All I know is that when I saw you, it felt like I already knew you. Had known you for a long time.” 
 
    His impassioned words made her chest rise and fall with her rapid breaths. 
 
    He straightened from his hunched position. “Now that I’ve dropped that nuke on you, I’m going to head back to the barracks.” 
 
    Until he reached the bedroom door, she didn’t register what was happening. 
 
    “Wait!” she cried. 
 
    Orlando swung back, his heart burning in the soft depths of his eyes, his hair mussed from running his fingers through it. 
 
    “You’re not leaving now, are you?” 
 
    “You need some rest. And time to process what I said.” 
 
    He was right. She couldn’t think straight after that—nobody could. 
 
    He walked away, leaving her to listen to his steps moving down the hall. 
 
    Suddenly, it hit her. She didn’t know when she’d see him again—or if she’d see him again. 
 
    She leaped out of bed, nearly tripping on the sheet tangled around her legs. She straightened out her limbs and ran into the living room. Her stare landed on Orlando’s broad back. 
 
    “Wait!” she called again. 
 
    He spun. 
 
    She ran the few steps between them and threw her arms around his neck. “We still have time together. Don’t go. We’ll get food. Take a walk around the neighborhood. Sit in the park and feed bread to the ducks.” She pressed her cheek to his hard chest, letting her eyes slip shut on all the feelings he’d raised inside her with a few short statements and a lot of bald truth gleaming in his eyes. 
 
    His palm came up to cradle her skull. He cupped her against him. 
 
    “Where do you want to start?” he asked thickly. 
 
    She smiled at the low rumble of his voice. “With the ducks. Let’s head to the corner shop and buy some bread. After I put some clothes on.” 
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    Frost yanked a fresh pair of cargo pants over his hips and fastened them. Around him, guys slammed locker doors and harassed each other. He hardly heard anything they were saying, though. His mind was back with Eden, sitting on a park bench scattering crumbs to not only ducks but a flock of small birds that descended on them for their share of the treat. 
 
    He sank to the wood bench to lace up his boots. But what he really felt was the warmth of the sun on his shoulders and the way Eden’s tinkling laughter at the birds’ antics had cracked open the door of his heart even farther. 
 
    A precious hour. Maybe the best of his life. They’d talked about nothing and everything. 
 
    Being with her reminded him what he was fighting for. What he’d given up everything for. 
 
    “Look at him. He’s still not with us, even though he’s sitting there tying his boots.” 
 
    The statement made him look up. Ramsey leaned against Frost’s locker, a shit-eating grin on his face. 
 
    “I’m waiting to hear a thank-you for dropping you off at the lab.” Ramsey cupped his hand to his ear and cocked his head toward him. 
 
    Frost knotted his boot lace and pushed to his feet. Facing his brother-in-arms, he gave him a nod. “Thank you.” 
 
    Ramsey pulled away from the locker. “You’re welcome. Now get your ass in the conference room before Sparrow kicks it from here to next week.” 
 
    Brought fully back to the present, he stiffened. “When did Sparrow give the order?” 
 
    “About five minutes ago. You would have heard it if you hadn’t been in your own world.” Ramsey’s words were harsh but he spoke them with a crooked grin. 
 
    He walked out of the locker room. Frost hurried after him, aware that the hall was empty and everyone else was already in the conference room. 
 
    Damn, he really had been deep in his own thoughts, hadn’t he? That never happened, and he couldn’t afford for it to happen again while on duty. 
 
    He slipped into the room and took a chair in the back. Sparrow had the lights dimmed and stood at the front pointing to a map. 
 
    “Glad to have you with us, Frost,” he said without turning. 
 
    Frost grunted but said nothing as he focused on the map. He didn’t pick up more than a pin on the city of Baltimore before Sparrow switched the screen to the face of a man. 
 
    He turned to the group and folded his arms. Frost felt his commanding officer’s gaze bore into him for a moment. “The man we’re after is Dr. Woodrow James.” 
 
    Frost stiffened. 
 
    “His name was brought up by Dr. Eden Lowood as a possible suspect in the bioterrorism threat. New information has come in, and now James is a top suspect. He’s been flying under the radar of the feds for about a year, but after Dr. Lowood’s tip, his bank accounts have received notice.” 
 
    “What kind of notice?” Lachlan spoke up from the front. 
 
    “There has been some unusual activity involving foreign accounts. Short of it is, we believe he’s on Abubakar’s payroll.” 
 
    “Why would anyone be stupid enough to accept money from a known terrorist? Everybody knows Abubakar is being watched. James can’t be very smart,” Lachlan said. 
 
    Frost shook his head. “Why would anyone be stupid enough to leave a chemical signature on the compound of his creation? Surely James had to know he’d be found out the minute someone studied that powder.” 
 
    Sparrow glanced over at the image of the man on the screen. Woodrow James had no distinguishing features about him. He could be any average man in the country. His plain face, hair and attire would leave him unnoticed. 
 
    So he’d made certain his mind would put him on the radar. 
 
    “Guess he got cocky and developed a Superman complex. Thinks he’s invincible,” Sparrow said. “It’s our job to track him down. He might be in Baltimore, where he leases a home and apparently has spent time working for a small lab known for testing new vaccines. But he could be anywhere. Our hope is to bring him in for questioning so we can thwart another attack like we saw on the mall.” 
 
    Sparrow pointed to Gunnison and started giving orders. Gunnison would jump on the computer and dig up any dirt he could on James, while Bishop, Sparrow and two other members of Blackout would head to the Pentagon to discuss further details with a team there. 
 
    Frost lifted his hand to bring Sparrow’s attention his way. “I’ll help Gunny.” 
 
    Sparrow nodded. “Get on it.” 
 
    As Gunnison stood, the chair legs scraped on the floor. Frost got up and angled across the room to walk beside him. They stepped into the hallway. 
 
    “How’s my baby sister?” Frost asked without hesitation. “You treating her right?” 
 
    Gunnison tossed him an amused look. “She doesn’t complain.” 
 
    “Good. I don’t want to have to break your legs. We need every man on Blackout when that threat hits.” Frost clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    When Gunnison hooked up with Frost’s younger half-sister, he never thought the relationship could work. Yet they were doing just fine, if that small, private smile on Gunny’s lips said anything. 
 
    The barracks sported a huge tech station with state-of-the-art computer systems that Gunnison himself had requisitioned and set up. He spent a lot of time here, poring over information that would get them one step closer to nailing Abubakar. 
 
    Frost wasn’t too surprised to walk in and see his sister sitting there, already pounding away at the keys. 
 
    He walked straight over to her and pulled her hair. She slapped at his hand, and he let out a deep chuckle. 
 
    Going into Blackout had been tough on a lot of levels. But the worst had been letting his family believe he was dead. It was good having Kit back in his life. 
 
    “What’s up, jerk?” she asked him without looking his way. 
 
    “I was about to ask you the same, Chippy.” 
 
    The nickname he used tore her attention away from the screen. She turned her head and fixed him in a glare. “Are you ever going to give up calling me that? We aren’t kids anymore.” 
 
    “You still bite your lip, though.” His nickname for her had come into play when she picked up a habit of chewing her lip, and he began to tease her about how she resembled a chipmunk with an acorn. 
 
    He licked his finger and aimed it toward her ear for a wet willy. 
 
    With a squeak, she batted him away again. “Drew, can you stop this Neanderthal from harassing me? I’m in the middle of something.” 
 
    “Stop harassing my woman,” Gunnison said without a hint of irritation in his voice. He plopped down at the desk next to her and set to work. 
 
    Seeing he wouldn’t get a rise from either party, Frost took up his own desk and began digging around in Abubakar’s background, trying to find any links to Woodrow James or the small lab he worked at in Baltimore. 
 
    “What the hell?” Kit’s murmur brought his attention around. 
 
    “What’d you find?” he asked. 
 
    “Our friend was caught on camera getting off a flight in Minnesota. And look.” She sat back in the computer chair, arms folded. 
 
    Gunnison and Frost wheeled closer to her. Frost stared at the image of the small, unassuming man carrying a suitcase. But not any suitcase—one of the suitcases that contained the biothreat planted in the Mall of America. 
 
    “Whatever’s in that case didn’t raise any alarms getting through airport security,” Gunnison mused. 
 
    “Exactly!” Kit huffed. “Why?” 
 
    Frost racked his brain. “It was somehow concealed? It’s powder, right? Since it’s not liquid, it didn’t trigger security to dump it. And the powder can be easily concealed in clothes pockets or in some other way.” 
 
    “Right,” Gunnison added. “It was contained too—otherwise everyone on that flight would have been poisoned, including James, when it leaked out of the case.” 
 
    Kit jerked forward in her seat and set fingers to keys again. 
 
    He and Gunnison stared at her as she furiously worked to blow up the photo. 
 
    “Aha! See the suitcase logo? Orlando, check into that. Find out where those suitcases are sold, what they’re made out of—” 
 
    “Already done. But let me see if there’s any more information we weren’t told.” He’d already pushed off the floor, sending his chair gliding back to his workstation. 
 
    “It ticks me off that guys like this aren’t on the no-fly list,” Kit muttered as she tapped keys. 
 
    “I think we need to know more about this substance. We know very little—not nearly enough. If James transported it by plane, it can’t be that unstable.” 
 
    Only the clicking sound of typing filled the room. 
 
    Frost didn’t glance up from his screen when he said, “I think we should have Eden come in and talk to us about it.” 
 
    He felt a shift in the atmosphere. Their fingers silenced. When he looked over, he saw Kit and Gunnison exchanging a pointed look. 
 
    He cocked a brow at them. “What? She’s the most knowledgeable about the powder.” 
 
    Kit’s eyes twinkled. “Are you sure you’re not looking for an excuse to see the doctor again?” 
 
    He scowled. “She’s been extremely helpful. And she’s brilliant. Remember that.” 
 
    “All I remember is the way you were looking at her on the plane,” Gunnison put in. 
 
    He ignored that. “Is there a BOLO out on this guy? Why the hell aren’t the police looking for him?” 
 
    “Evading the question,” Kit whispered loudly. 
 
    Finally, he spun his chair to face them. “Enough. Our relationship is purely professional.” His training allowed him to deliver the lie without the twitch of an eye. 
 
    Kit broke out laughing. “Keep telling yourself that, big brother. I know you. And I’ve never seen you like this in all my life.” 
 
    He sighed. Maybe because he’d never been in love before. Not like this. And definitely not with someone who was personally acquainted with the man responsible for a threat—a threat that would soon be large-scale if they didn’t find him. 
 
     * * * * * 
 
    Eden stared at the monitor. The video call had just started, and already Eden expected to hear good things from the doctor caring for those patients in South Dakota. Dr. Cole’s wide smile spoke volumes. 
 
    “I hope that smile means you’re about to tell me our patients are improving,” Eden said, tucking her hair behind her ear. 
 
    “Why don’t you see for yourself, Dr. Lowood?” He was using his phone for the video conference and moved toward the hospital beds. One patient was sitting up. Another was alert and watching TV. 
 
    Eden’s chest thrummed with joy. “They’re sitting up!” 
 
    “Wave hello to Dr. Lowood. She’s the reason you’re feeling better,” he told one patient. 
 
    The man threw her a wave and a grin. He still looked weak and pale, but at least he was alive. Hopefully, her antidote allowed him to fight off the pathogen and set him on the road to recovery. 
 
    After Dr. Cole moved away from the patients and took a seat at his desk again, she got down to business, asking questions about their vital signs and how stable they were. 
 
    “Patient One is still struggling with getting his stamina back. His blood pressure keeps dropping, but in the past twenty-four hours, he’s had fewer dips than before.” 
 
    “That worries me,” she said. “I really hoped the antidote would do more for them in a shorter timeframe.” 
 
    “They’re alive because of your work, Lowood. Don’t undersell yourself now. Medical care can help them overcome what comes next. But your initial shot helped them fight to see the next day and the next.” 
 
    She still wasn’t convinced that there wasn’t more she could do. She finished their call and closed the computer app. 
 
    After that, she headed to the bunk room. She was suffering from low energy and lack of sleep. Since her team was hard at work, she was able to slip away. 
 
    Funny thing was that she never would have done this a month ago. Orlando had made her see that self-care was important. Helped her realize if she got too run down or even got sick, she wouldn’t be good to anyone. 
 
    She sank to the edge of a bunk. 
 
    When a whiff of fresh, delicious coffee struck her nose, she whipped her head around to see a lidded cup hovering right beside her face. And the hand gripping it was strong and long-fingered. 
 
    That hand had travelled up and down her body several times, and she was well-acquainted with every single rough callus and soft touch it could deliver. 
 
    She followed the hand to the owner’s arm. Those veins and tendons, the dark spatter of hair on his knuckles, all familiar. 
 
    She tilted her head to the side and looked up at Orlando. 
 
    With a quirk of his lips, he took her in. “I brought you some coffee. Or…” He grabbed her hand and yanked her off the bunk and into his arms. “You can have me.” 
 
    He offered her a smile she wouldn’t quite call wicked, even though the tingles it sent through her had her questioning the spells he cast over her. 
 
    How was he able to appear so calm and casual and composed when her insides were having a rave? Her nerves danced and her heart gave a sharp throb at the memory of what he’d told her last time they were together. 
 
    Fifteen minutes. That’s all it took. 
 
    “Well?” His voice pitched low. “Have you made up your mind? The coffee or me?” 
 
    She pressed closer to his broad chest. “What if someone comes in?” 
 
    “Locked the door behind me.” He stared at her mouth for a long heartbeat. 
 
    Now the party was in her panties, her insides contracting. 
 
    Reaching up, she hooked a hand around his nape and dragged him to her mouth. The crush of his lips on hers pulled needs she didn’t know she had to the surface. 
 
    His dark groan vibrated her core. As he slanted his mouth over hers, he lifted her. She wrapped her thighs around his waist. He suddenly turned, and she expected to feel the thin mattress of the bunk meet her spine. 
 
    But it was the wall. 
 
    With a palm cradling her head, he plundered her lips, raked his teeth over her tongue. Her pussy throbbed, and she rubbed it against the bulge in his pants. 
 
    Passion speared through her. She barely had time to react to how he made her feel when he let her slide down the wall. Her body stroked against his every single inch. Her feet touched down, and he whirled her. 
 
    Pinning her against the wall, he flattened her hands under his and held them. At her ear, his rich voice rattled her to the core. 
 
    “I can’t get you out of my head, beautiful. I’ve been thinking about doing this…” He teased the shell of her ear with the tip of his tongue. 
 
    Panting, she dropped her forehead to the wall. He flicked his tongue down to her earlobe and around to the spot on her throat that seemed to hold the world record for the most nerve endings. 
 
    She was on fire, burning for all the things she knew would come if she just opened herself up to them. 
 
    He wedged his boot between her feet. When he nudged them apart so she had a wide stance, her panting breaths turned into rasps. 
 
    “Orlando,” she whimpered. 
 
    Latching on to her hips, he angled them toward him, tilting her ass up as if to receive his cock from behind. 
 
    His lips moved down the side of her neck. “Let me make you feel good.” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    He sucked her flesh between his lips and swirled his tongue over her neck. All her insides melted into a puddle that slid into her lower belly. The aching sensation increased. 
 
    When he tightened his grip on her hips, she felt the tip of every finger branding her. She thrust her hips back. With a growl, he ground his cock into her ass. 
 
    Then he placed his mouth on her throat and slipped his free hand around her front and between her thighs. 
 
    He gently clamped down on her pussy, kneading her heated flesh through her scrub pants. The pressure of his fingers digging into her had her on edge, clinging to reality and quickly losing her hold on it. The rough noise of her breathing filled the room. 
 
    As he pressed his finger into her clit, the thin cotton of her panties flooded. She ground against his touch, seeking more. The brush of his mouth on her neck drove her nuts. 
 
    But Orlando had more where that came from. Still positioned behind her, he slipped his hands up her body, dragging her top up. When warm, rough fingers grazed her sensitive skin, she squeezed her eyes shut, gasping. 
 
    He dragged her top off and flipped her bra straps down so they hung off her shoulders. Then he proceeded to torment every visible inch of skin with soft kisses and nipping bites. 
 
    Reaching over her shoulder, she dug her fingers into his hair. “If you don’t stop teasing me…” 
 
    A rumble skated over her skin. “What will you do to me, beautiful?” 
 
    “It’s not what I’ll do to you. I think I might pass out.” 
 
    His deep chuckle rippled across her earlobe, made damp from his sucking. “Then you’d miss all the good parts.” 
 
    “Like?” She turned her head and cried out when he slammed his mouth over hers. His tongue sank inside, seeking, flipping, sending fireworks through her entire body. 
 
    All too quickly he released her lips and returned to speckling kisses down her neck to her shoulder. He swept across her nape to the opposite shoulder. Her nipples puckered at the exquisite sensations he whipped into a frenzy. 
 
    As if the man had a sensor for hard nipples, he cupped her breasts and pinched the tips. She cried out. Flattening her palms to the wall to help her remain upright, she blazed through several minutes of his torment. Squeezing and pinching her nipples, sliding his fingers around and around her areolas until she shook. 
 
    Just when she thought she’d have to start begging for more, he ran his hands down her belly to the elastic band of her pants. He shoved them and her panties down in one go. They puddled at her feet. Thank goodness today she hadn’t gone with the high-tops and could kick off her clogs before stepping out of her clothes. 
 
    Juices wet her inner thighs. Orlando found that too, gathering it on his fingers and smoothing it up to her labia, then her inner folds. 
 
    Teasing her seam, her clit, he kept up an assault on her senses with kisses and licks that never seemed to land in the same place twice. 
 
    “Or…land…OOOOOO.” She quivered when he set his finger over her clit and made it his personal mission to own that bundle of nerves. 
 
    She slapped a palm against the wall. He growled into her ear. Then he raised his fingers to her lips and fed her the flavor of her own need. She breathed out a gasp that he quickly silenced by turning her face to his and planting his mouth on hers, delivering drugging kisses even as he fingered her. 
 
    The orgasm came sharp and fast, stealing her breath and all thought. She rocked into his hand, taking all she craved, and kissed him back with all the need he stirred inside her. 
 
    Chest heaving, she clung to the wall, barely remaining upright. 
 
    He broke the kiss and pulled his fingers free of her wet folds. His warm, solid body left her too. 
 
    “Don’t move a muscle, beautiful. I want you just like this.” 
 
    She heard the clink of his belt buckle. 
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    Orlando’s hands were shaking so goddamn bad, he could hardly pull his hard dick from his pants. Gripping it at the base to stave off any embarrassing moments, he centered it between Eden’s firm, golden ass cheeks. 
 
    His heart damn near stopped when she tipped her ass up to receive him. A growl rolled through his chest. Grinding his teeth, he eased his mushroomed head up and down her slick seam, gathering her cum. 
 
    She was so wet, so responsive. He had to get inside her. 
 
    “Take me!” she pleaded. 
 
    Like an arrow hitting its target, he penetrated her. Shoving deep. Pushing in a little farther. 
 
    She dropped her head back, breathing fast. Her pussy clenched around him. 
 
    “You’re squeezing me so tight I’m about to blow,” he grated. 
 
    “Move!” 
 
    He didn’t listen to her demand. He stayed right where he was, cock buried to the hilt in her sweetness. As his lips found her throat again, he let his eyes slip closed. 
 
    “Christ, I do love you,” he ground out. “I don’t have a damn clue how it happened. But you have my heart in your palms. You can send me packing and I’ll never be the same…or you can give me a chance. I have no doubt that I can make you love me.” 
 
    A noise almost like a cry broke from her. She twisted her head and burst out, “Kiss me!” 
 
    The instant he tasted the need on her tongue, he couldn’t hold still if he tried. His hips jerked. His cock slid in deep. She whimpered, begged. He plunged into her again and again, taking them both higher. 
 
    An all-over shiver told him that she was close. He pinched her nipple and her clit while working his cock into her hot pussy. 
 
    She came hard, breaths loud and her cries louder. He was right behind her, pumping his cum into her pussy and claiming her as his. 
 
    Dark curls of lust pounded through him, but his heart was tangled up with this woman, making every minute spent with her so much more meaningful. 
 
    His reason. His purpose. 
 
    A sharp rap on the door jerked them apart. He yanked his clothes over his still stiff cock. Eden spun from the wall, her cheeks bright red. 
 
    He ripped the blanket off the bunk and threw it over her. “Get dressed. I’ll see who it is.” 
 
    Without another word, he strode across the small room containing four bunks for the workers to use. Throwing her a covert look to ensure she would be out of the line of sight when he opened the door, he gave her a nod. 
 
    He cracked the door. As soon as he saw who it was, he opened it wide enough to slip into the hallway and pulled the door shut behind him. 
 
    Looking over Mustang, he demanded, “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Our suspect was picked up on film at Dulles Airport.” 
 
    “Fuck. You’re kidding me. I didn’t get a call about it.” 
 
    “We figured we’d grab you on our way there.” Mustang’s wide, knowing grin and the way he twitched his jaw toward the door was annoying as hell. 
 
    Frost couldn’t even razz the guy about getting caught up with women. Mustang was married, and as far as any of them saw, never strayed from his vows. Of course, he’d signed on with Blackout without the same restrictions the rest of them had. They weren’t allowed lives, but for some reason Mustang was exempt from the rules. 
 
    Everyone had their own theory about why this was. Several guys believed the cake eaters in the big, ritzy offices in the Pentagon knew he was married but Mustang was so good that they recruited him anyway. Other theories were that he didn’t disclose the fact until after it was a done deal. 
 
    Frost had heard from Blackout teammates that the guy didn’t even know it was a problem to be married until they told him. He also didn’t seem bothered by the worry that his actions for his country could put his wife in a dangerous position, even though she was living the life of a civilian. The other Blackout wives were protected. 
 
    “We’re going now,” Mustang told him. 
 
    His mind flew to what this could mean for the biological threat. If they managed to find James, there was one more person who needed to pick the man’s brain about that powder. 
 
    “Gimme a minute.” He cracked the door again, peeked inside, and seeing that Eden wasn’t naked or standing right there, he slipped in. 
 
    “What’s going on? Who’s out there?” she asked. 
 
    “Mustang. He’s here to pick me up. I want you to come with me.” 
 
    Her fine brows crinkled in the center between her eyes. “What for?” 
 
    “Woodrow James was spotted at Dulles International Airport.” 
 
    Her eyes blew wide. “You mean… Oh my god! What if he’s at it again? Does anybody know for sure? Are they searching for the suitcases? I need to be there!” 
 
    She shoved past him and pushed open the door. Mustang barely stepped back before the door struck him. Eden rushed by him and disappeared down the hall. 
 
    Mustang let out a low chuckle. “Figured you had company.” 
 
    “I don’t need your remarks.” 
 
    He reached out and clapped Frost on the shoulder. “She’s beautiful.” 
 
    He glared at his buddy. “I said I don’t need your remarks.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll back off. I take it she’s coming with us?” 
 
    With a nod, he said, “She’s the authority on the substance.” 
 
    A door slamming from down the hall brought his head up to see Eden backing out of the room, her arms filled with protective suits. 
 
    He strode forward to help her. 
 
    She shoved one at his chest. “This time you’re suiting up.” 
 
    He opened his mouth, but she sent him a look that shut it again. 
 
    “I won’t argue with you, Orlando. This stuff is deadly. I won’t let you take that risk.” 
 
    His chest warmed. Even if she showed concern for every human who’d encountered the powder in the mall, and now potentially in the airport, it still felt good. 
 
    Holding out his arms, he met her stare. “I’ll try on the suit, but unless you ordered larger ones, I’m still not fitting into it. Anything else you need to grab?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Mustang took up the front, and Frost automatically covered her back. The habit deeply ingrained in him to protect the weaker and more vulnerable wasn’t easily broken, even if she was only walking outside. 
 
    The dark SUV sat there idling. Mustang opened the door and ushered Eden inside while Frost heaped the protective gear in the back. 
 
    When he jumped in next to her, she scooted an inch closer to him. He glanced down at her hand balled on her thigh, and without caring who saw, he covered it with his own. 
 
    “We’re going to find James.” 
 
    She met his stare, her eyes filled with worry. “It’s not James I’m worried about. It’s what he left in that airport.” 
 
    When they reached the building, they found it locked down and crawling with just as many acronymic agencies as there had been at the mall. 
 
    Sparrow ushered them into a room. “I just got off the phone with Commander Barrett. All flights have been grounded, but a few had already taken off before James was spotted on that security footage. The air marshals have been informed and the situation has marked this a code yellow. They’re prepping a space for medical care.” 
 
    “Yellow? That’s it? Each person only needs a molecule of this stuff to attack their entire body. Do you know the size of a molecule? Well, I don’t have time to explain it to you!” Eden burst out. “Jesus, don’t they realize what even one of those suitcases laced with a few one-ounce packets of the powder can do to the country? We’re talking more losses than Vietnam if it becomes widespread!” 
 
    Everyone turned at her outburst. Sparrow blinked at her as if stunned that she’d spoken at all, let alone with such heat. Frost shifted closer to her in a show of support. 
 
    She rubbed a hand over her face before turning to him. “Just set me up someplace where I can treat the victims. There will be plenty.” 
 
    Sparrow gave her a nod. “Done. Frost, stay with her.” 
 
    “Copy.” 
 
    “The rest of you, search the place in teams of two.” 
 
    “Sparrow, I’d like a crack at their security cameras if possible,” Gunnison spoke up. 
 
    “I’ll make that happen. Move out.” 
 
    Frost took Eden by the arm and led her in the direction of the office that was being set aside for her use. She was already in full protective gear and insisted that he use the mask even when they were alone in the room. 
 
    “What is this place? An interrogation room?” She tossed out the question as she paced in front of a table and several chairs set in the center of the space. 
 
    Frost folded his arms, watching her. “Yes. I’m sure plenty of cavity searches have taken place in here.” 
 
    His attempt at a joke fell flat. Eden was far too worried about what was to come. 
 
    His phone buzzed and she threw him questioning looks as he read what was on his screen. Heart plummeting, he pressed his lips into a firm line. 
 
    She stopped in front of him. “Tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    Dammit to hell, why did this information have to come in now? Why not when they were driving here, or before she chose him over the tall mocha macchiato he’d brought her back in the bunkroom? 
 
    Her eyes grew wide. “Orlando. Tell me what’s going on!” 
 
    He gently closed his fingers around her forearms. Through the gloves he wore and her protective suit, they might as well both be made of plastic. 
 
    “Word just came from the lab.” 
 
    “My lab here in DC? Oh god, Woodrow didn’t hit that, did he?” 
 
    He rubbed her arms. “No, no. Your lab here is fine. It’s the one in South Dakota.” 
 
    Panic flitted across her face. She took a hasty step toward him. “Tell me!” 
 
    “The patients…” he gulped. “Didn’t make it.” 
 
    “What?” she yelped, turning pale behind the mask she wore. 
 
    “The patients from the mall attack.” 
 
    “They’re dead? No! That doesn’t make any sense! They were both fine this morning. I video-chatted with the doctor there! They were stable. Improving!” 
 
    “The first patient passed around an hour ago. The second just coded. They can’t get him back, Eden.” 
 
    “Oh my god! My antidote didn’t work!” She tore from his grasp and ran to the door. 
 
    He had no idea what she intended to do, but he didn’t want her running around the airport with the threat out there. They needed her too much. 
 
    Catching up to her in long strides, he blocked the door. “You can’t leave, Eden.” 
 
    Her eyes were wild, her face ravaged with the pain of the brutal loss. She pushed against his chest, but she didn’t even rock him. 
 
    “Let me out! I have to—” 
 
    “To what? We need you, Eden. If we don’t have you fighting for us, who do we have?” 
 
    She shook her head wildly. “The antidote doesn’t even work! Those people died!” 
 
    “They might have already been too far gone for the antidote to help. Listen to me.” He captured her face in his hands. “You have to remain calm. And if you can’t right now, then I’ll make you.” 
 
    That got her attention. Her eyes cleared, and she bowed her head. Her shoulders gave a heave as she gathered herself. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” she agonized. “It’s such a blow. I thought I helped those people.” Her eyes met his. He flinched at the tears swimming in them, making them even bluer than usual. “What if I made things worse?” 
 
    He gathered her to his chest. “They were already in bad shape when they arrived at the lab. They might not have lived as long as they did without the help of your antidote.” 
 
    She shook her head but fell silent. He held her for a long moment until she pulled away. Lifting a shaky hand to her brow, she released one last tremulous breath and then faced him with the steel he’d seen in her time and again. 
 
    “We have to get Woodrow. I need to make him talk.” 
 
    “We’ll get him,” he said with the utter conviction only a member of SEAL Team Blackout had. “Failure isn’t in our vocabulary.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Dead. 
 
    How horrid the word felt when it was linked to people she had a hand in treating. This must be how all doctors felt when they lost patients. 
 
    She lived her life in a lab with her nose in a petri dish. Up until now, Eden didn’t get to work with real patients after her residency, and never had she been responsible for saving them. 
 
    “Does my team know?” Her voice came out faint. 
 
    Orlando studied her with the deep, penetrating knowledge of a man who knew her better than he should in such a short amount of time. He looked at her as if he knew what she was feeling, experiencing. And like he could guess her next reaction. 
 
    Should that comfort her? Or was she upset by being so transparent? 
 
    She wasn’t quite ready to accept his declarations of love…yet she didn’t want to lose him either. She just needed time. 
 
    And so did the people searching the enormous airport for her former colleague, who just so happened to be one of the most dangerous people on the planet right now. 
 
    “I’m not sure if your team knows,” Orlando’s voice broke into her thoughts. “Why don’t you give them a call? I’m going to step out a minute and talk to my team.” 
 
    She nodded. When he closed the door behind him, she took out her phone and called Evander. There wasn’t anything new to learn from him—what she’d heard about both patients was correct. Evander relayed information about their final moments, and she asked a few pointless questions before ending the call. 
 
    Before she could phone Dr. Alicia Silvers in her DC lab, the door flew open. 
 
    Eden’s eyes widened on Orlando’s. 
 
    “A canister was found.” 
 
    “Oh god.” Her hoarse whisper carried all the dread Woodrow James hoped to instill with his attack. 
 
    “Eden.” Orlando reached her in one step. “Are you up for this?” 
 
    She nodded, strength suffusing her spine once again. She moved to skirt around his muscled body, but he threw out an arm to stop her. 
 
    Their stares met. Neither spoke, though whatever he read on her face made him nod. He dropped his arm. 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    When she stepped out of the interrogation room, she felt as though she’d entered a warped dream. People in every type of uniform jogged past them. She stuck to Orlando and followed him through the short maze of hallways that spat them out into the main terminal. 
 
    It was eerily silent, cleared of passengers. A team of people in hazmat suits clustered together. When she approached, they broke apart enough for her to spot the silver case on the floor. 
 
    Woodrow James had placed it near the gate leading to airport security. The perfect spot to infect thousands of travelers. 
 
    “Be careful, Eden,” Orlando warned. 
 
    She sliced a glance at him before moving straight to the canister. 
 
    “Dr. Lowood.” A tall man wearing horn-rimmed glasses under his mask caught her attention. “We have a station set up outside in a confined area. We’d like to move the case there for further inspection.” 
 
    “Yes. Let’s do that.” 
 
    With a nod at one of his team, he set the next steps in motion. The man picked up the canister and carried it outside to the station. The area had been tented off, and all vehicles cleared away. 
 
    Eden realized halfway across the parking lot that Orlando was following. She stopped and held up a hand to him. “Stay here.” 
 
    His eyes burned. Suddenly, she saw the love plain in his gaze, a love so strong and true that it sent her heart into a somersault. 
 
    She returned his look, letting all her emotions flood out of her. 
 
    Orlando’s eyes softened even more and his lips twitched at one corner as an even stronger emotion broke over his face. He gave her a nod, and with new resolve, she continued on. 
 
    Inside the plastic walls erected on the fly, she was bombarded with déjà vu of the mall event. She had to work through all that thick baggage she carried concerning the recent loss of her patients and take charge. 
 
    She stepped up to the table the man had placed the canister on. Without hesitation, she started barking orders. First, she required test strips to see if the material inside the case was leaking through the seal, just like before. 
 
    Everything she asked for was placed before her on the table. She grabbed a test strip and rubbed it along the upper edge of the case. When it turned blue to show the toxin had touched the compound on the paper, she felt some of the blood drain from her face. 
 
    She looked up at the man wearing the glasses. “It’s leaking.” 
 
    His expression didn’t appear shocked since he’d probably guessed as much. 
 
    “All the people who passed through the gates—where are they? We need to confine them and test them first. Everybody else in that airport has been exposed through the air vents.” 
 
    “We’re on it, Doctor.” 
 
    The next few minutes—hours?—were a blur. By the time Eden’s team arrived on the scene to help, she already had triage set up and recruited people to begin testing people. The mission of checking every single person who entered that airport for the contamination was well underway. 
 
    All the agencies that arrived on the scene had to be checked too…including her very own SEAL and his team. 
 
    When the first men trickled in to be examined, she tried not to tremble at the thought that Orlando could be one of the infected. 
 
    One she couldn’t save. 
 
    She saw him the minute he ducked into the tent. Their gazes locked. 
 
    Slowly, he wove his way toward her. She pointed to a chair. As he sank to it, her insides flipped over and over, like a child rolling downhill. 
 
    He didn’t glance away from her even as she picked up the syringe to draw his blood. He hiked up his sleeve. She hated that none of the protective gear was large enough to fit him. Why did the medical world believe one size fit all? Probably for the same reason they believed all patients were men and should receive treatment as such even though things like heart attacks in men were different than women. 
 
    “I guess next I have to develop bigger protective gear.” She tried for a lighthearted tone even though the weight of the situation crushed her. She searched his eyes. “I believe you now. That you love me.” 
 
    His brown eyes twinkled, and he offered a small smile she knew would be much bigger if not for the issue they were facing. “I’m glad to hear it because it’s true.” 
 
    She pushed out a sigh of relief and drew another deep breath to fortify herself. Angling the needle toward his arm, she said, “You’ll feel a pinch.” 
 
    “I think I can handle it.” His wry tone helped with the shaking of her hands. 
 
    “A big tough guy like you? I believe it.” She had the sample she needed and handed it to one of her own assistants who labeled the vial. The glass tube went into a box with a bunch of others that another team of doctors were testing in another tent. A courier ran boxes back and forth and yet another person pulled those who were infected out of the crowd and led them away for treatment. 
 
    Her chest burned. “Orlando…what if my antidote really isn’t right?” 
 
    He placed a hand over hers. “If you believed in yourself half as much as I do, you’d never question it.” 
 
    His words fortified her for what was to come. When he relinquished the seat to the next member of his team, her hands didn’t shake nearly as much. 
 
    The day wore on. A Diet Pepsi appeared next to her, and she never saw who left it there, but she had an idea. 
 
    Her assistant Mara stepped up to her. “Eden, the results from the samples you requested to see are in.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed up to her. How long had they worked together? Long enough that the assistant had recognized Eden’s interest in Orlando from the get-go. 
 
    She swallowed hard, her mouth suddenly dry. “I’m coming. Will you take over for me here?” 
 
    “Of course.” Mara offered her a nod that didn’t give any indication that she might have read the results herself. 
 
    Every step Eden took across the tent to the lab area felt like the earth rocked beneath her. Dread and fear mingled into a sickening ball in her gut. What if Orlando was infected? 
 
    He was with me. And I’m clear. He has to be clear too. 
 
    But if he’s not? Will my antidote be enough to save him? 
 
    He’d fallen in love with her in fifteen minutes, and it took her fifteen days, but her feelings were real. 
 
    She couldn’t lose him. 
 
    Stepping up to the desk, she grabbed the stack of printouts. The one on top swam in front of her vision. Her heart beat so hard that she thought she might throw up or faint. 
 
    Orlando Frost, she read. Negative. 
 
    The relief struck so fast that her system went haywire. For a minute, she couldn’t see or breathe or think. Everything spun around her. 
 
    She planted a hand on the table to steady herself and continued scanning the list of the SEAL team members. 
 
    Negative. 
 
    Negative. 
 
    Negative. 
 
    Negative. 
 
    Positive. 
 
    A hot gasp escaped her, and she darted her eyes to the name next to the dreaded result. 
 
    Connor Lachlan. Lach. 
 
    In a zombie-like state of shock, she started toward him. He stood talking to another SEAL, and his low chuckle cut off when he saw her. 
 
    “Come with me. Please,” she said. Her voice lacked the emotion behind the frantic scream going on and on in her head—the one that told her she must not fail. Nobody needed her to lose her shit right now. Maybe for once her stoicism worked in her favor. She needed to be cold to do this. 
 
    He threw a look at his buddy and broke away from him. She led him directly to the triage tent. At the flap opening, he stopped dead. 
 
    He jabbed a finger at his chest. “I’m exposed?” 
 
    Holding his stare, unable to answer, she gave him a slow nod. 
 
    The only reaction he revealed was a slight tightening of his lips. He followed her into the tent and took the seat she showed him to. 
 
    “I’m going to have our medics examine you. Do you have any cuts or abrasions that you know of on your body?” God, she had to get a grip on her emotions. She didn’t want anyone harmed by this biothreat, but it was hitting close to home with one of Orlando’s closest friends. What was he going to say when he heard? 
 
    She got a medic caring for Lachlan immediately. After she was certain he was in good hands, she threw herself into another task just to keep her mind off her fears. 
 
    “Dr. Lowood?” the voice interrupted her some time later, though how much, she couldn’t say. 
 
    She turned to see the medic standing there. 
 
    “I’ve got your patient all situated in a bed. His vitals are normal. But he seems to have a lesion on his neck.” 
 
    Her heart momentarily stopped, then restarted with a hard lurch. Dizzy and nauseated, she rushed past the medic to the big man sitting up on the bed. At her approach, he threw her a smile. 
 
    “I’ve been telling that medic that I feel fine,” he said as soon as she drew near his bedside. 
 
    Eden nodded. It was true he looked fine too, not pale or flushed. His eyes were clear, not glassy. 
 
    “Lachlan, I hate to break this to you, but the medic found a lesion on your neck.” 
 
    He raised a hand toward the spot but didn’t touch it. 
 
    “But don’t worry,” she hurried to say. “I’m going to administer the antidote to you myself. And you’ll be watched extra carefully. You have to tell us immediately if you’re feeling worse or you notice more spots on your body. I want to know if you even have a headache, understand?” She leveled him with a no-arguments look. 
 
    He made a noise, part sigh, part grunted laugh. “Copy that.” 
 
    His response reminded her even more of what he was—a strong, virile warrior who would tough things out. 
 
    “I mean it, Lach.” She narrowed her eyes to press her point. 
 
    “I promise, Doctor. I’ll do everything you tell me to. But I draw the line at a finger up my butt.” His eyes twinkled with laughter, and she couldn’t help but smirk. 
 
    “That shouldn’t be necessary, and if it is, I’ll find you the prettiest nurse to perform the exam.” 
 
    He burst out laughing. 
 
    She smiled. She needed his high spirits when her own were flagging. “I’ll be right back with the antidote.” 
 
    She bustled off to the station where boxes upon boxes of the serum her team had spent many days toiling to make were stacked. There were plenty of people available to administer the shot to Lachlan, but she wasn’t going to let just anybody do it. 
 
    As she stared at the packs of sterile syringes, she selected one carefully, as if taking her time would somehow swing the odds in Lachlan’s favor. Then she paid extreme attention to drawing the correct dose for his body weight. 
 
    The entire minute it took to perform the act didn’t give her enough time to make her mind shut up. It shouted all the possibilities—that everyone in this tent would die. That Orlando’s friend would die. 
 
    Twisting from the table with the syringe in hand, she took in the controlled chaos of the scene before her. Right this minute, it appeared she was fighting a losing battle. 
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    “Blackout, rally! Parking lot E.” The order came through Frost’s comms device. 
 
    He swung toward the tents. Eden was in one of them, working herself ragged to ensure that every single person in the airport received a thorough examination, and the victims of the attack survived. 
 
    Even with his better-than-perfect vision, he didn’t spot her, and there wasn’t time to tell her he was needed anyway. As he crossed the parking lot in long strides, he couldn’t help but think this was how it would be if they were an actual couple—he’d take off with no notice to parts unknown. He’d be truly blacked out. No contact whatsoever until he floated back into her life again. 
 
    Or didn’t. 
 
    Could he really barge into her life and then leave her over and over again with the possibility the next time would be the last? 
 
    His mind buzzed. But the moment he set eyes on his team grouped together, his personal life faded and he launched into action. 
 
    The set of Sparrow’s shoulders, of Bishop’s and Ramsey’s, all had him on edge. 
 
    He barreled into the middle of the cluster, glancing at all their faces. All but one. 
 
    “Where’s Lach?” His gaze met Sparrow’s. 
 
    “He tested positive for the pathogen.” 
 
    All the air in the world seemed to be sucked out. It exited his lungs in a blast, leaving them on fire. 
 
    Sparrow seemed to struggle to speak. When he composed himself, he scanned all of them. “He’s in good hands, and Dr. Lowood herself has given him the antidote.” 
 
    “The one that didn’t work on those other three people?” Mustang asked. 
 
    A growl escaped Frost’s lips. He turned to Mustang, fists clamped. “Those were different circumstances. Days had passed since they came in contact with the powder.” 
 
    “How can we know it works at all?” 
 
    Frost shoved Mustang square in the chest. The man was lean and roped with muscle, a few inches shorter than he was, but he barely rocked under the force of Frost’s shove. 
 
    “Hey, hey! Stand down, Blackout 6!” Sparrow barked. 
 
    An arm banded across his chest—Ramsey, barring him from taking things to the point of no return. 
 
    Huffing with anger, Frost glared at Mustang. “Eden’s trying her goddamn best! It’s more than anybody else has done so far. She’s trying, goddammit!” 
 
    Mustang held up both hands. “Nothing against your woman, Frost. I’m only thinking of Lach.” 
 
    “We’re all concerned for Lach,” Sparrow cut in. “He’s in the best hands.” 
 
    Frost scrubbed a hand down his face. “What can we do?” 
 
    “Right now, nothing. It’s Lach’s fight.” 
 
    Sparrow’s words landed like heavy artillery shells. They all grew silent, contemplating a team without one of their best. 
 
    “I can’t just stand here waiting for shit to happen.” Frost shouldered his way through the group and strode to the first tent. There, he stopped the first person he saw and demanded protective gear. 
 
    In minutes, the young guy returned with what he asked for, and Frost set about suiting up. The zipper didn’t close over his chest, and he had to yank the gloves up until his knuckles felt constricted in order to get the latex to cover his wrists. 
 
    When he was suited up, he walked into the makeshift hospital. A guard at the door looked him over and then admitted him. Frost spotted Eden in the back corner. 
 
    His heart constricted. In that moment, he realized how fucking upset he was that he might lose a good friend and that the only person who could offer any relief from the blazing pain in his chest was Eden. 
 
    He crossed the tent to her. It was hard to ignore the people who’d been brought here. All looked conscious, but many were loudly weeping or calling family on their phones. He got a flash of other tragedies he’d witnessed—people calling to tell loved ones goodbye. 
 
    No, dammit. That’s not happening. Mustang might not have faith in Eden’s antidote, but I do. 
 
    When he stopped at her side, she looked up from the paper she was reading. Her eyes met his through their masks. 
 
    Surprise lit her features. “You voluntarily suited up.” 
 
    He gave a swift nod. “I came to help. Where is he?” 
 
    Her gaze slid to a bed over his left shoulder. 
 
    He started to turn but paused. “Are you all right?” he asked her. 
 
    “I’ll do everything I can to help him, Orlando.” Her eyes implored him to believe her. 
 
    Heart flexing, he stepped closer. “I never doubted, Eden. I’m asking if there’s anything I can say to make you feel better about this entire mess.” 
 
    Her eyes softened but quickly turned to a flinty steel. “Find that son of a bitch Woodrow James and bring him to me.” 
 
    His lips quirked. “We’ll find him. Never doubt our ability.” With that, he left her to do her work and strode to the bed where Lachlan lay. 
 
    As soon as he saw Frost standing there, he waved a dismissive hand. “Christ, I’ve only been here for half an hour and already I’ve got visitors? Did you at least bring me flowers or one of those boxes of chocolates?” 
 
    “Gift shop was all out.” There wasn’t a chair to sit on, so he stood awkwardly next to the bed. 
 
    “Probably just as well. I hate the jelly-filled ones,” Lachlan quipped. 
 
    Looking his friend over, Frost tried to make out any change in him. Nothing about his appearance revealed he was infected with the pathogen. He still wore the tan he’d gotten from three days in the scorching sun of the Middle East a few weeks before, and his gaze was as sharp as ever. 
 
    When he pivoted his head, Frost saw the bandage on his neck. He was far from squeamish. How could he be, after the horrors he’d seen in the line of duty? Yet his stomach dipped. 
 
    How the hell had this all happened so fast? An hour ago, they were all fine. The entire Blackout team remained intact, with the exception of Bridger. Now Lachlan lay here sporting one of the lesions that surfaced after the pathogen hit a person’s system. 
 
    Frost could only pray the antidote filling his veins would be the cure. 
 
    Lachlan tipped his chin at the front of the room. “You know she refused to allow any of the others to inject me? She insisted on doing it herself.” 
 
    Frost followed his gaze to Eden. She was speaking animatedly to one of the people on her team. Her face was in profile, and every inch was carved on his heart. 
 
    “She’s pretty amazing,” Lachlan said. 
 
    Frost swallowed hard. “More than amazing.” 
 
    “Don’t let her slip through your fingers, man. When we signed Blackout papers, we thought we were giving up every chance of having a normal life. We still will never have that, but…some of us have found ways to get around the rules.” 
 
    “I already told her I’m in love with her.” He didn’t know why he felt the need to confide in his brother now. Not when Lachlan needed to concentrate on healing.  
 
    Amusement creased his friend’s eyes. “I’m happy for you, man.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to respond, but his phone buzzed. Lachlan’s did too, but only one of them would be joining the rest of the team for now. 
 
    “Guess that’s my goodbye.” Frost didn’t budge from his spot next to Lachlan’s bed. He couldn’t bear to think about this being the last time he ever saw his friend. “You’re in good hands with Eden.” 
 
    “I know.” Lachlan smiled at him, as if this were just taking a few days off duty. But a shadow lurked in the depths of his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    Lachlan answered with a nod. 
 
    He turned to go. 
 
    “Frost,” Lachlan called out. 
 
    Frost looked to him. 
 
    “Get those motherfuckers—James and Abubakar. And when you do, give them a little extra from me.” 
 
    Frost went out, sending a nod at Eden as he went. He stripped off his gloves, suit and mask and went through the decontamination process with all haste. 
 
    The entire walk across the parking lot to meet Blackout, Lachlan’s words swirled in Frost’s head. The man would never come right out and admit he was afraid. After all, Blackout was the toughest team in the fucking world. They didn’t get scared. They laid down their lives without consideration or fear. But this was different. 
 
    Frost reached his team and glanced back at the tents. What a fucking mess everything was. They had to end this. 
 
    Sparrow cocked a brow at him. Frost read the question in his eyes—How’s Lach holding up? 
 
    All he could do was nod in response. Sparrow paused for a heartbeat, then got down to business. 
 
    “New details came in. Checks were run on the people working security in and around the airport. So far, they’re all aboveboard. But then the FBI started digging into security in various federal buildings that might be targeted next.” 
 
    They all totally focused on what they were hearing. 
 
    “One guy came back with ties to Abubakar’s cell.” 
 
    “And they’re just now running background checks on these assholes? Which building?” Frost’s voice sounded like icy gravel. He’d never experienced such a raging strong need to stop any threat as he did right this moment. 
 
    Sparrow met his gaze. “It’s Capitol Hill. And we might be too late. There was plenty of time for Woodrow James to get there before they pulled the guard who might have let him slip in.” 
 
    A restlessness rolled through the team. Frost scraped his fingers through his hair, still wet from the decontamination after visiting Lach. 
 
    “Frost.” Sparrow looked at him. “What are the chances we can get your doctor in this meeting with us?” 
 
    His mind turned over the possibility. “She won’t want to leave. There’s too much to do here. And she’s bound herself to watching out for Lach, too.” 
 
    Men shifted from boot to boot as they reacted to knowing what their brother faced. None of them could help Lachlan now. 
 
    “I’d like you to get the doctor’s input then,” Sparrow said. “We know the substance is carried through ventilation systems, but if there’s anything else at all she can tell us, we need to know.” 
 
    “I’ll go speak with her now.” Frost gained the nod of agreement from his officer before pulling away from the guys and heading back to the tent to find Eden. 
 
    At the entry, he told the guy acting as guard that he needed to speak with Dr. Lowood. He nodded and disappeared inside to locate her. 
 
    A few seconds later, she came to the entrance but didn’t step outside with him. 
 
    She held up a hand. “Don’t come any closer. I don’t have time to change out of my gear. What do you need?” 
 
    Staring at her face raised so many emotions in him. I want to tell you I love you again, and watch your eyes go hazy. I want to kiss your sweet lips and make you cry out with pleasure. 
 
    I want to make us permanent. 
 
    He didn’t say any of that. In simple terms, he instead relayed the information from Sparrow. Her eyes widened at hearing about the bigger threat that might be going down this very minute. But she didn’t ask to come with Blackout either. 
 
    “Be on the lookout for the suitcases, of course. He’ll drop it in a place lots of people pass through. You won’t find it in a private office or anything like that.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Orlando…” She searched his eyes. “Please take care of yourself. Everyone else too. I can’t—” 
 
    Chest burning, he waited for her to continue. 
 
    “I can’t lose you,” she rasped so quietly that he almost didn’t make out the words. 
 
    His heart gave a hard tug. Staring into her eyes and hearing her say that was enough. 
 
    “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    She swayed out of the doorway toward him. “Promise me, Orlando.” 
 
    “I promise, beautiful.” He threw her a wink that put a pretty flush in her cheeks. Then he left her to save lives, and he went to save a few himself. 
 
    Or end them. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Eden had long ago lost track of time. She might have been in this tent for hours or days. Exhaustion was a constant nag in the back of her brain. Her lower back ached from being on her feet so many hours. 
 
    And she wasn’t nearly finished. Patients were still being processed, their blood drawn, examined thoroughly, and the antidote administered if necessary. 
 
    After Orlando left on a witch hunt for Woodrow James and possibly the terrorist too, she was struck numb by the idea that her antidote wasn’t effective at all. No matter what anyone said, two people had died after receiving it. Sure, time hadn’t been on their side. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t improve upon her work. 
 
    She’d thrown together a makeshift lab in the portion of the tent she had some workers partition off. For endless minutes—hours?—she had her eye glued to a microscope and made that ache in her back even worse from curling over the work surface. 
 
    Still, she couldn’t quit. Time was running out. 
 
    Someone touched her on the shoulder. She lifted her eye from the ocular lens and glanced over to see Dr. Alicia Silvers standing there. 
 
    All the air sucked out of Eden’s lungs. For a blink, she could only think the worst—that she’d lost people. 
 
    She’d lost Lachlan. 
 
    As if her body refused to stop fighting even under duress, she pulled in a gasp of air. “What is it, Alicia?” 
 
    “Not what you’re thinking. I’m sorry to put that look on your face, Eden.” 
 
    “So nobody’s died from my antidote?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I was only coming to tell you that your patient is asking to see you.” 
 
    She twisted from the worktable and scrubbed a fingertip between her brows, over the ache there. “Which one?” 
 
    “Lachlan.” 
 
    “I’ll see what he needs. Thanks, Alicia.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    She took a step past her and then turned. For no reason Eden could think of, she said to her colleague, “You and Evander make a good couple.” 
 
    Her face reddened to a deep shade. “Thanks…I didn’t think it could be anything more than attraction, but…” 
 
    Eden waited, with what she hoped was an encouraging expression. 
 
    “I’m thinking of transferring to the lab in South Dakota,” she finished in a rush. 
 
    Eden stepped up to her, smiling. “I’m happy for you. Things happen when we least expect them to.” 
 
    “Are you talking about Frost?” 
 
    She laughed a contented sigh. “I guess I am, Alicia.” 
 
    They shared a smile. 
 
    “I’m going to see Lachlan now.” 
 
    Alicia nodded, and Eden moved off toward the patient. 
 
    At first glance, the man reclining in the bed was as healthy as any. His tanned skin and strong body were things every man longed to duplicate. These things on top of Lachlan’s thick brown hair and even the short beard scruff on his jaw had plenty of women working in the tent throwing him appreciative glances. 
 
    As Eden approached, he offered her the smallest smile. 
 
    Worry set in deeper. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Her brows pinched together. “Honestly?” She picked up the chart at the foot of the bed and skimmed it. “Well, your vitals all look stable. Your pallor is good. Are you experiencing any itching or burning on your skin? It would indicate another lesion has appeared.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m fine, Doctor.” 
 
    “Please call me Eden.” 
 
    He ducked his head in agreement. 
 
    “I have to tell you I feel personally responsible for you, Lachlan.” 
 
    He eyed her. “Because of Frost?” 
 
    “Well, yes, that and because I know you personally. It isn’t that I don’t care about the rest of these people.” She swept a hand around the tent. “But I have a different investment in your care.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. Frost really did find one of the good ones in you.” 
 
    His statement hit her square in the chest. All of a sudden, she realized how it was possible for Orlando to claim he loved her in fifteen minutes. He hadn’t been looking for emotional ties, but she’d hit him out of nowhere, just as he’d struck her. They’d been two beings hurtling toward the same target and happened to collide in all ways. 
 
    The same thing she’d told Alicia not very long ago. 
 
    “You’re perfect for each other, you know,” Lachlan continued. “Both so talented at what you do. Frost is usually blind when it comes to his own needs and wants, but I hope he sees what’s right in front of him.” 
 
    How would this all play out? She didn’t know the next steps to take toward being with someone, and she was pretty sure Orlando wasn’t in a better boat. 
 
    Find the cure. That’s my focus for now. 
 
    “Eden.” Lachlan’s strained tone lifted her from her thoughts. 
 
    She looked into his eyes. 
 
    “I want to live.” His voice didn’t waver or break, but it might as well have for the effect it had on her. 
 
    A sharp stab of pain in the middle of her chest made her hunch forward, breathing heavily. 
 
    “You will, Lachlan. I swear if it’s the last thing I ever do, I will find a way to stop this infection.” 
 
    They stared at each other. She felt the raw emotions roll off the man before he buried them again. 
 
    “Do you have a wife? Kids?” Orlando had mentioned some of the guys did. 
 
    He gave a rough wag of his head. “No. But I always thought I would someday.” 
 
    There didn’t seem to be more to say, so she left him to rest. When she entered the lab again, her mind was spinning with the confusing conversation. They’d talked about everything and nothing at all. But what they’d said to each other had left her with a new resolve to keep her promise to him. 
 
    She spotted his gear in a box off to the side with some of the others’ belongings. She caught one of the worker’s attention. 
 
    “Has this been decontaminated?” she asked. 
 
    “It has.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She reached into the box and picked up the little earbud that the guys all wore to stay connected. 
 
    She shouldn’t be doing this, she knew, but she did it anyhow. 
 
    She passed her finger over the tiny button that would trigger it to turn on. Then she held it up to her ear. 
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    “Goddammit. Not this again.” Frost stared down at the silver case placed near the air return vent. 
 
    The Capitol building was crawling with people corralling employees and visitors into the parking lot. Bomb squads and K-9 units crawled over every single inch of the place. 
 
    Yet it was Frost who’d found the goddamned case of deadly powder. 
 
    Sparrow was immediately in his ear. “Talk to me, Blackout 6.” 
 
    He stared at the silver case. “I found the powder. It isn’t a suitcase this time.” 
 
    “Fuck. What’s your location?” 
 
    He gave him the number of the closest door and stood guard over the canister. He was already exposed, so what was he going to do? He was searching for James, not the pathogen. The guys in white suits were supposed to handle this end of the threat. 
 
    He could already hear Eden in his head telling him to suit up. Too late for that. This was exactly what Woodrow James was counting on. 
 
    Shouts volleyed around him as people were ordered to evacuate the building now, to seal it off. Then came a voice that cut through the chaos and pierced directly into Frost’s heart. 
 
    “This is Dr. Eden Lowood. Frost, if you can hear me, get away from that canister. Strip off your clothes and get to the nearest shower.” 
 
    “Eden, how the hell—?” It hit him that the only way she’d have access to the comms device that transmitted via satellite was through Lachlan. 
 
    “Listen to me!” she snapped with a force he hadn’t heard from her even after all the crises they’d been through. “I don’t care if you have to bust down the door of a house and demand to use their shower! Just do it!” 
 
    At that moment, Ramsey and Mustang skidded to a stop at the end of the corridor where he stood over the canister. They’d heard everything Eden was telling him. Mustang smirked and Ramsey full-out smiled despite the critical situation they were all in. 
 
    “Are you listening to me, Orlando Frost? You cannot get sick! You have to come back and…and…marry me!” 
 
    All his focus zeroed in on the woman speaking to him from miles away, just to make sure he came back to her safe. If he could grab her and kiss her right now, he’d move skyscrapers to do it. 
 
    “Copy that, Dr. Lowood.” He strode into the closest office and grabbed a wastebasket. He dumped the contents on the floor—a few crumpled papers and an apple core—and walked back out to the canister. He placed the can over it. Since it was plastic, it wouldn’t do nearly enough to contain the powder, but it was the best he had on hand. 
 
    He gave a few orders to get the proper team in here to deal with the threat. Then he found some metal poles with cording that kept people out of certain areas of the building. He cordoned off the area and gave the others on his team a nod. 
 
    As he moved away from the threat, he pulled out his phone. He dialed Eden. 
 
    “Orlando! Why are you calling me? You should be taking off your clothes like I told you!” Her cry came through both his comms and the speaker on his phone. 
 
    A few snorts and chuckles from the rest of Blackout were quickly silenced. 
 
    He couldn’t help but smile at that. “Turn off the comms, honey.” 
 
    She did so and a second later, her voice projected through the phone only. “Well? Are you listening to me?” 
 
    “I’m on my way out of the building to do that right now. Eden, the canister—it wasn’t a big case. Is there any reason why James would switch it up now when he’s used the same tactics on the other two attacks?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Describe the case to me.” 
 
    “Small, probably ten inches high and no more than four in diameter.” 
 
    “It sounds like a Pharmabottle. Used for storing powders. I have no idea why he’d switch the containers now, unless…” She broke off. 
 
    He waited for her to continue as he exited the building. He stopped in the yard and stripped off his shirt. “Unless what?” he asked, reaching for his belt. 
 
    “Unless he no longer has access to his personal lab where he’s making the pathogen. And that means he’s probably using one of the labs in the DC area.” 
 
    “You’re right. Hold on, Eden.” Holding the phone away from his ear, he reported all this to Sparrow, who could get the information to the right people. Then he bent to unknot his boots. 
 
    His hands stilled on the laces. 
 
    Not ten feet away stood the man they were searching for. Well, one of them. 
 
    As he slowly straightened, he reached for his weapon. “Blackout 6. I’m standing outside the building near the east exit looking at James milling around the crowd.” 
 
    “Roll in, men. Now! Blackout 6, keep eyes on him. If he moves, follow but don’t reveal yourself. Wait for backup.” 
 
    He eyed up James. “I can take him.” 
 
    “My order stands, Blackout 6,” Sparrow barked. 
 
    At that minute, James glanced around himself. To any bystander, he was just one of the crowd of evacuees. But Frost saw more. 
 
    “He’s twitchy. Like he’s going to run,” he told his team. “I’m moving in on him.” 
 
    “Goddammit, 6! Wait for backup.” 
 
    “Backup has arrived,” Mustang sang out as he ran up to Frost. 
 
    “Move on him but be aware he might be armed or carrying more of the powder.” 
 
    At the order, he and Mustang took off. At that moment, someone in the crowd released a shrill scream. People scattered around a fallen victim, and James took the moment of distraction to make his escape. 
 
    “Which way did he go?” Mustang burst as he broke into a run. 
 
    Frost darted the other direction, hoping to circle the crowd and spot the terrorist. People shrank away from him as he ran by. Mustang zigzagged to his left, searching the crowd. 
 
    More screams filled the air. He didn’t have time to glance back and see what they were shouting at, but he could guess. 
 
    People were dropping from exposure to the powder. Blackout was too late to stop it from spreading. 
 
    And he’d lost his chance to stop James. Which meant another attack was imminent. 
 
    Then Bishop’s voice came over the comms. “I think this is worse than we know, guys. People are dropping like flies. I think that powder is even stronger than before.” 
 
    Frost looked down at his own hands. “I know why he used a smaller canister to store it. He made it more dangerous.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Eden’s hands wouldn’t quit shaking. Three hours had passed since she lost the phone connection with Orlando. And two hours and fifty-eight minutes since she heard his terrifying words come over the comms device she’d turned back on. 
 
    He made it more dangerous. 
 
    After that, she’d lost track of the happenings. She couldn’t listen to it anymore. She clicked off the device and left the SEAL team to do their jobs. Knowing the man she was in love with had been exposed to an even more dangerous compound put her on the very verge of a meltdown. 
 
    Eden Lowood never lost control. Even when her ex announced he was leaving the country to study mold, and that they were finished, she didn’t experience as much of a visceral reaction as when she heard Orlando. 
 
    “Dr. Lowood, there’s a unit here to transport the patients.” 
 
    At that statement, she turned and looked at the people standing there. When she locked eyes with Evander, relief pattered through her. Of all the people to come running to her aid, she had the most faith in this doctor. He wouldn’t let these patients down. 
 
    “Thank god,” she said, stepping up to him. “Of all the people I trust to take over, it’s you.” 
 
    He looked around. “What the hell is happening to the world, Eden?” 
 
    She shook her head, suddenly too choked up to speak. “I can’t make sense of it either.” 
 
    Around them, the others were in full crisis mode, running every which direction. People randomly sobbed out screams as they were informed that they tested positive. 
 
    Evander tightened his lips. “I’ve put myself in charge of the hospital that’s been set up to deal with the influx of victims here. Where do we start?” 
 
    Taking charge of her emotions once more, Eden swept her gaze over the sea of beds. They’d run out of places to put people. Many were relegated to benches, chairs and any other surface that could be used for sitting. 
 
    “I assume you brought people with you,” she said. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Have them start loading them in the order they came in.” She pointed to the back of the tent. “Those patients have been here the longest. They’ve already received the antidote.” 
 
    Concern filled his eyes and glowed out from behind his glasses. “Eden, I hate to ask you now, in the midst of all this, but how confident are you in that antidote?” 
 
    The question that had been eating at her. Ever since hearing about the two patients who died in his lab back in South Dakota, she had even more concern that what she’d created was as effective on that pathogen as a dose of over-the-counter cold medicine. 
 
    She stared down at her twisted, gloved hands. “It targets the protein that wraps itself around the DNA chain and breaks it down. I’m confident in that much. My only question is…” 
 
    He waited, watching her. 
 
    “Does it need to be stronger?” 
 
    “Is there time to do that? Or can you up the doses?” 
 
    A wave of exhaustion washed over her. She felt the strong pull of a bed she couldn’t take the time to lie down on or of the dreams that would only be filled with terror for Orlando…her staff…herself. 
 
    She squared her shoulders. “I think I have to make the attempt.” 
 
    “Do you want me to hand off my work to someone else and assist you?” 
 
    She considered it for a moment. “No. We need your efforts elsewhere. In fact”—she looked around the room—“take Alicia with you. She knows everything.” 
 
    A small smile teased the corners of his lips. “Are you sure you can spare her?” 
 
    “I’ve got others to help me. Take her. I know the two of you can do some real good here.” 
 
    He met her stare and gave a nod. Then he hurried across the room in long strides to catch the doctor who had caught his eye back in South Dakota. Eden watched her turn and set eyes on him. Joy flitted over her face. The kind that gave Eden a reason for pushing through her fatigue and past her burnout. As long as there was love in the world, she had a reason to keep fighting. 
 
    For the first time, she realized just how much alike she and Orlando were. They may go about saving the world in very different ways, but the essence of their objectives was alike. 
 
    With renewed energy, she headed to her lab. Everything was spread out in an organized mess. Vials and chemicals waiting to be mixed. Crates of the antidote she and her crew had spent long, arduous days in her lab creating. 
 
    She gripped the table edge, leaning over it. Her mind worked fast and furious. Funny that Evander hadn’t even posed a difficult question, yet her brain snatched it up and ran with it. 
 
    A larger dose… 
 
    How to test the theory that more of the serum could be the cure? She needed just the right test subject. Someone large enough to handle the dose. 
 
    She twisted to stare at the bed in the back. Lachlan. His muscle mass alone would make him the perfect subject. But he was already sick, just like those others back in South Dakota. Giving him more of the injection might harm him further, rather than cure him. 
 
    She started toward him but stopped again, questioning her initial thoughts. 
 
    Lachlan was the kind of guy who barreled forward with no consideration to his own safety. It was what made him succeed not only as a SEAL but on the most elite team. 
 
    He’d agree to anything she asked of him, even if it meant sacrificing himself. 
 
    She rushed back to the table, grabbed a pen and notepad and began making furious scrawls across the white sheet, calculating his size against the rate it took for the serum to hit his bloodstream, spread through his body and unwind those damaging proteins from his cells… 
 
    After what might have been an hour, she lifted her head and stared at Lachlan. To her shock, he was looking back at her as though her strong thoughts had summoned him. 
 
    It was a risk. 
 
    She had to try. 
 
    It could mean Lachlan walked out of here very, very soon. Or not at all. 
 
    She dragged in a deep breath, gathered the vial, needles, alcohol pads and a bandage. Then she started across the room to him. 
 
    When she stopped beside his bed, he wordlessly held out his arm. 
 
    With a gulp, she set about scrubbing the injection site with the alcohol pad. His buff biceps reminded her all too much of another set of arms. And the owner of those arms might also be in need of this antidote after his close contact with the leaky canister. 
 
    Her fingers shook. 
 
    “Eden.” Lachlan’s eyes pierced hers. “It’s all right. I can handle whatever’s in that tube.” 
 
    “It’s a higher dose,” she told him, continuing with her task. “I was speaking with a colleague about the antidote, and that got me thinking that it will work. But we might not be giving enough.” 
 
    “So you thought you’d test it out on the big guy. I get it.” His quip brought a smile to her lips. 
 
    “I’m sorry about this.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Don’t be. I told you I’ll be fine.” He gave her a crooked smile. 
 
    Guilt washed over her. “I have to confess something to you.” 
 
    His expression sharpened. 
 
    “I found your communication earpiece.” 
 
    “Ah. So you know what my team’s been up to.” 
 
    She gave him a single nod. 
 
    “How bad is it?” 
 
    Her voice trembled. “They found a canister. Orlando found it, actually. He’s exposed.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    Throat suddenly thick, she forced the next words through it. “They chased James through the crowd of evacuees from the Capitol Building.” 
 
    His hard lips tightened more. 
 
    “But they lost him.” 
 
    A beat of silence followed. She depressed the plunger on the syringe and injected more serum into Lachlan’s body. Then she removed the needle and placed a bandage over the site. 
 
    “They’ll find him, Eden. We have more resources. Better skills.” 
 
    “Less fear?” she asked. 
 
    “That too.” 
 
    “It comes from not having anything but the team, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “For some of us,” he told her. “But I’m pretty sure Frost has more than the rest of us to keep him going.” 
 
    “I need to get this serum into him. I need to make sure he’s okay, Lachlan.” Her voice broke in short stutters as emotions got the better of her. 
 
    He gave her a penetrating look—hard, full of determination. “He will be, Eden. He has you.” 
 
    Still shaken from the exchange, she patted his shoulder and hurried away. Needing a few moments to compose herself, she left the tent. In the open air, she stripped off her mask and gloves. She sucked in a deep breath of cooler air. 
 
    Just then, she glanced up across the parking lot. Her gaze locked with a man’s. 
 
    A very familiar man who sent a shiver of fear through her. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked Woodrow James. “Come to see the destruction you created?” 
 
    A sharp pinch on the side of her neck jerked her head around to glimpse another man who’d sneaked up on her. She had only seconds before whatever he’d injected her with took action and her world crashed in. 
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    Mustang paced alongside Frost. Every few steps he threw Frost a look. 
 
    “If you’re checking to make sure I’m not about to expire, you can save your energy. I feel fine.” 
 
    The concern in Mustang’s eyes felt like a sharp sting. “You might feel fine, man, but that lesion welling up on your shoulder says otherwise.” 
 
    He stopped in the parking lot and jerked his head to the side to look at one shoulder, then the other. 
 
    “Goddammit!” Sure enough, a red welt had lifted on his bare shoulder. The edge had broken open in an oozing wound. He threw out a hand. “Get away from me! You’re probably already exposed. And you’ve got a wife to worry about. Fuck!” 
 
    He’d found a gym for the office workers inside one of the government buildings and managed to take the decontamination shower, but it hadn’t been enough. Or happened quick enough. 
 
    Eden was not going to be happy with him. And he had to get to her as fast as possible if he wanted to stay alive. 
 
    Into his ear, Sparrow’s voice shook him from his worries. “James has been spotted.” 
 
    “Where?” Mustang immediately responded, taking several steps away from Frost even though it was most likely too late for that. 
 
    “Getting into an SUV near the airport.” 
 
    The words were electric shocks to Frost’s heart. He felt them like two paddles on his chest, the high voltage ripping through him with the absolute knowledge that Eden was in trouble. 
 
    “James went after Eden,” he said with total conviction. 
 
    “You can’t know that, Frost. Just take it easy. You need to get to the airport for treatment anyway.” 
 
    “No! I’m serious! He went after her—she’s the only person capable of bringing him down right now.” 
 
    “I’m calling over there now, Frost. Calm down. You don’t know what stress can do to that pathogen in your body.” Mustang whipped out his phone and punched a blunt fingertip into the screen. 
 
    Frost grabbed for his own and dialed Eden directly. Her phone rang and rang. Went to voicemail. The soft tone of her voice yanked another rug from underneath him. 
 
    Mustang made a sharp waving motion with his hand. Agitation rolled off him and sent ice through Frost’s heart. 
 
    “What the hell do you know?” he roared across the short span of parking lot between them. 
 
    Mustang lowered his phone from his ear. His face drained of color. “Her assistant hasn’t seen her. She says Eden left the tent about an hour ago.” 
 
    “An hour!” he bellowed. 
 
    “A mask and set of gloves were found outside the tent. But there’s no sign of Eden,” Mustang finished. 
 
    Frost lifted both hands to his face and then collapsed forward, struggling to breathe. The events played in his mind, flashes of imagination that were probably far too close to reality. James had her. If he hadn’t already killed her, then he soon would. 
 
    A hot rasp broke from him. His teammates were talking into his ear. Mustang, from several feet away. 
 
    “Get him out of here now!” Mustang barked to someone. “Get him to the airport so he can get that antidote. We need him well so he can go fight for his woman!” 
 
    The momentary lapse of reason faded, and Frost returned to the moment in total control. 
 
    “Lay down all your weapons, Mustang. I need them.” He still wore his pants and boots even though Eden had told him to strip off all his clothes. 
 
    Mustang quickly lay down his rifle on the pavement and pulled a knife from his boot. 
 
    “The sidearm too. You can get another off one of the guys.” 
 
    He gaped at Frost. “You think you’re doing this alone, brother, like some kind of goddamn Rambo? You’ll have me on your six.” 
 
    “All of us on your six,” came Sparrow’s voice into his ear. 
 
    Just then, an SUV rolled up. The driver got out and Frost ran over, scooped up the weapons and jumped behind the wheel. 
 
    Whatever that pathogen was doing to his body better wait to do its worst. He had the love of his life to save. 
 
    * * * * *  
 
    Eden shifted her bottom on the hard cement bench outside one of the federal buildings. The discomfort in her backside was nothing compared to the sharp pain in her ribs where Woodrow James poked his gun. 
 
    Her surroundings were shockingly tranquil compared to the situation she found herself in. Birds chirped and flitted from bush to bush overflowing with colorful red flowers while she was held hostage at gunpoint by a man who was aiding a terrorist. 
 
    “Why did you do it, Woodrow? You were never a bad guy back in the lab we worked at together.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he said in a flat voice. The lack of emotion in his tone frightened her as much as how tense he was. One twitch of his finger and that bullet would be lodged in her lung. Or maybe higher into her heart. The angle he held it at would definitely take out a few vital organs. Then how long before she bled out? There wouldn’t even be time to shoot off a text to Orlando. 
 
    Tears stung her eyes at the thought that he’d just found her and would be left to go on alone. She had to find a way to convince James to let her go. 
 
    She continued talking. “How about your parents? You were always close to them. And a sister, I think? Rebecca?” 
 
    He grunted. 
 
    “Think of how they’ll feel when they learn what you’re doing. Woodrow—” 
 
    “I said shut up!” he snarled with enough force that his breath stirred the hair at her temple and some birds in the closest shrub took flight. 
 
    Think, Eden! Be smart. 
 
    Reminding him of his family wasn’t helping matters, so she changed tactics. 
 
    “Tell me how you created the pathogen, Woodrow.” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him smirk. Oh yes, this might work. Getting him talking about himself, bragging about all he’d done so far on this terrible journey, might help her get into his head and find a way to free herself. 
 
    “They approached me.” 
 
    “Who approached you?” She aimed her stare at a pair of pigeons in the cobbled square in front of the bench. They pecked at invisible crumbs dropped from somebody’s lunch and let out an occasional coo. 
 
    The barrel of the pistol dug deeper into her side. “You know who I’m talking about, Eden. I know you’re hooked up with the military. They transported you to the lab in South Dakota and then DC.” 
 
    Her heart jogged into an uneven beat. He knew so much. Of course he did. It shouldn’t surprise her, yet she hoped he was so deep in his own game that he wasn’t paying attention to the world around him or the fact that he was being hunted right now. 
 
    She measured her breaths, finding the perfect shallowness to continue delivering oxygen to her brain without the gun digging so hard into her ribs. “So this man wanted you to produce a substance that would kill. And you did it.” 
 
    “Yes, I did.” A sickening amount of pride rang in his voice. 
 
    “How long did it take you to create?” 
 
    He turned his head and looked at her. She’d never sat this close to the man before, nor had she noticed how cold and cruel his eyes could be. “How did you know it was me?” 
 
    “Your signature’s all over that compound, Woodrow. Did you think anybody who’s trained wouldn’t find it?” 
 
    He turned back and looked at the birds. “I knew it would be found.” 
 
    “Yet you didn’t care.” 
 
    “Why would I, when I agree with…my contact,” he said rather than using Abubakar’s name. She was glad. Saying it aloud might summon him to them like a spirit from a Ouija board. 
 
    “You think you need to wipe out the people of your own country? What have they done to you, Woodrow?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand,” he muttered. 
 
    “Try me. I’m a good listener, as you might recall from working together.” 
 
    He issued a raspy sigh. “People don’t look at me the same as they do you. Or Evander Peale. Top of your graduating class. Then there’s me, who barely skated by.” 
 
    “Barely skated by? Woodrow, do you realize how accomplished you are? It may be for the wrong reasons, but you still did something most doctors and scientists wouldn’t know the first thing about.” 
 
    He grunted. “I never wanted to become a doctor or scientist. Never wanted to spend my life in a stuffy lab.” 
 
    “What did you want to do?” she asked in a soothing tone she hoped helped in some way. 
 
    “I was an Olympic hopeful, did you know that?” 
 
    Shocked, she shook her head. “In what sport?” 
 
    “Figure skating. Go ahead and laugh—my family did. They forced me to quit and put me in college. It was either finish the degree my parents said I had to complete or end up working at a fast-food restaurant for the rest of my life.” 
 
    That was his reason for wanting to blow up the whole world with a biological threat? For killing people and making countless more ill, to the point where nobody knew the effects down the road? 
 
    “I’m sorry your family wasn’t supportive of your dreams, Woodrow. But all those people who have been harmed by the powder you made…they all have dreams too.” 
 
    Agitation rippled through him, and therefore, into the gun digging into her side. She battled to keep on breathing, to keep him talking until somebody—anybody—came and found her sitting here with a lunatic, watching birds squabble over a nibble of a french fry. 
 
    As she looked on, the birds craned their necks around, staring off in another direction. What did they hear that humans couldn’t? 
 
    Please let it be help. A landscaper. A police officer. 
 
    Orlando. 
 
    One bird ruffled its feathers and took flight. The other shot into the air right behind it, french fry forgotten. 
 
    Then she caught the sound—the squeal of tires. 
 
    Woodrow shot to his feet, dragging her up with him. His arm locked around her waist like iron, making it difficult to draw enough air into her lungs. She struggled, and he dug the gun into her temple this time. 
 
    Her vision swam in complete terror and then settled on a single man standing in the spot the birds had just been. 
 
    She dropped her gaze to the ground. His big boot covered the french fry. 
 
    What was she thinking? She wasn’t. She couldn’t. 
 
    Her stare met Orlando’s. He glanced at her before looking away, as if he couldn’t stand to see the fear on her face. 
 
    Woodrow hauled her tighter against him. She could smell the garlic of his anxiety. And who wouldn’t be terrified when faced with a massive, muscled, shirtless SEAL? Why he wasn’t wearing a shirt seemed to be a small, inconsequential detail even as her eyes traveled over his bulging arms, hard pecs, down to his washboard abs and back up. 
 
    Then she saw it—a lesion on his neck, so close to the spot where it began on Lachlan. 
 
    Oh god! She had to get the antidote to him. Had he been to the tent, been given the injection? Panic swept her with another wave of dizziness so strong that she shifted on her feet. 
 
    The weapon bruised her, and she issued a cry. 
 
    “Let her go!” Orlando commanded in an ominous tone that carried on the breeze. 
 
    Woodrow roughed out a laugh. “You know I can’t do that.” 
 
    “What do you want in exchange for her?” Orlando carefully avoided her eyes. 
 
    “The only way I let her go is if I walk away from this.” 
 
    “Totally free?” Orlando grated a low laugh. “You know that’s not possible, James.” 
 
    “I think someone with your influence can make it happen. Or maybe you don’t want her that bad?” He hitched her tighter against him, making her cry out again. 
 
    “Drop the gun, James. Slowly move it away from her head and toss it on the ground in front of you.” 
 
    “So you can rush in and save the day? I don’t think so!” He spit when he screamed the last. The drops of saliva seemed to catch the sun and scatter. 
 
    She was losing her mind. 
 
    Orlando’s stance didn’t change. He stood there with all the ease and confidence of a man who knew his place in the world. “All right, let’s negotiate. You let her go and I make sure you get lenience.” 
 
    “Not enough.” 
 
    “The best lawyer too.” Something was going on with Orlando. The way his entire body seemed to come alive, alert. She noticed it. Did Woodrow? 
 
    “My mind’s made up. The only way she walks away is if I do.” The gun barrel in her temple eased away for a split second. 
 
    Orlando made his move. The steel of his weapon flashed. A noise exploded the air, then Woodrow was thrown backward. The gun aimed at her temple clattered to the cobblestone, and she fell forward. 
 
    Woodrow’s body hit the ground with a slap. 
 
    Strong arms swept her up. Orlando’s broad chest cradled her. 
 
    Oh my god. Oh my god. Did that just happen? 
 
    Shaking, she let out a sob. “Wh-what if you’d missed?” 
 
    “I never miss.” He pressed his forehead against hers only briefly before pulling away. “Fuck, I shouldn’t have touched you.” He stumbled back. His knees gave slightly. 
 
    Her jaw dropped at the realization of how ill he really was. He’d hidden it well, but now she saw he was sweating, his eyes glassy. The lesion on his neck wasn’t the only spot on him either. Another red splotch covered his side. 
 
    And she’d touched him. Now she needed the antidote too. 
 
    “You saved me, Orlando. It’s time for me to save us both.” She looked up at the Blackout men circling them. “Get us to the airport. I need that antidote immediately.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    What might be hours or days passed. Eden slept when she couldn’t remain standing another second. And occasionally someone thrust food and caffeine in her direction, which carried her through the worst of the threat. 
 
    After Orlando had the antidote injection, he flat out refused to lie around and wait for the recovery period. In fact, he and Lachlan both vanished from their beds sometime during the long night. 
 
    The terror that had been instilled in her consumed her during the long hours she worked. If the worst happened to Orlando, or Lach, she’d never be notified. He was underground, and she wasn’t one of those precious few wives, girlfriends and fiancées who’d receive notice. 
 
    She was…well, nothing. But only because she didn’t jump into anything without overthinking it. 
 
    “Doctor, the next group of patients is being released,” one of her crew alerted her. 
 
    She looked up from the laptop where she was busy recording every notation she’d made since the start and nodded. She didn’t have any room to talk about returning to duty as soon as she was cleared. The minute she was out of the woods and no longer infectious, she was back at work to heal everyone else.  
 
    “I’ll see them off.” 
 
    When she stood, her lower back groaned. What she wouldn’t give for a soak in a hot bath right now. Slowly, she made her way across the tent, now half empty, and slipped through the flap. 
 
    Cargo vans had been rounded up to transport the healed people wherever they wanted to go. A few had already been cleared to fly and were returning to the terminal to board their flights. 
 
    The fresh air struck her face, along with a whiff of exhaust from the vans. Still, it beat wearing that mask. Of course, she couldn’t stop herself from glancing around the parking lot. She hadn’t seen Orlando in a while. Where was he and what was he doing? She could only guess he was with his team, hunting the terrorist. That frightened her as much as the biological threat. Maybe even more. 
 
    One by one, patients said their goodbyes to the doctors and nurses who’d been caring for them these past days. She waved at them all and personally spoke with a few of the ones who stuck out to her as special. When they all climbed into vans and the doors were closed, she stood there for several minutes. 
 
    Mara walked over to her side. “Long day? Or week?” 
 
    “Try month,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    She chuckled and scrubbed a hand over her tired face. 
 
    “Why don’t you go on home and get some rest? Things are winding down here, and there are more than enough people to carry on without you.” 
 
    Mara looked her over. “Only if you take your own advice, Eden.” 
 
    Before Orlando, she wouldn’t have considered it. Walking away from it all for a few short hours. Being back in her own apartment, climbing under her own covers. But he’d changed her. Suddenly, she couldn’t stay there a minute longer. 
 
    She gave her assistant a nod. “Want to share a cab?” 
 
    She grinned. “Definitely.” 
 
    A few minutes later, they were both outside climbing into the back of a taxi. Since she was a shorter distance away, the driver dropped her off first. She handed a bill to Mara to pay her share of the fare and threw her a wave. “See you soon.” 
 
    “Bye, Eden.” 
 
    She stood on the sidewalk, watching the cab pull away. Looking at the world around her, she wondered how life had managed to go on. Did these people walking back from friends’ houses and restaurants, carrying bags from the local market, have any idea just how close to danger they had been? 
 
    With a relieved sigh, she entered her walkup. The small apartment had been shut up for far too long. It smelled stale, so she went about cracking windows to bring the fresh breeze inside. Finally, she switched on a wax melter. Soon the scent of an apple orchard drifted through the space. 
 
    She kicked her Converse aside and stripped off her clothes. In her bedroom doorway, she paused, torn between that enticing bed piled high with pillows and its linen duvet and the hottest bath imaginable. 
 
    She headed to the bathroom and switched on the water. A glance in the mirror showed blue hollows beneath each eye. God, how long had she looked like she’d been through a war? Orlando would be ticked at her yet again for not caring about herself enough. 
 
    She had. So had he. And his was still raging. It worried her that she hadn’t heard from him for so long. Was this usual protocol? She heard stories of military heroes who were away from their families for months, a year. Some never returned. Could she really live that way? 
 
    Slipping into the hot water was heaven on Earth. A low sigh burst past her lips as she sank up to her neck. Until this minute, she didn’t realize just how noisy her world had been over the course of weeks. An assistant or doctor always standing at her elbow with a question. The constant hum of generators powering computer equipment and systems monitoring patients. 
 
    How easy it was to let that all go and remember what real life felt like. Orlando must experience the same thing after returning from the places he was sent. Would they ever be able to synchronize their lives and have a real relationship? Weekends and holidays meant nothing to a man in his position. 
 
    Would his love be enough? Was hers? 
 
    She closed her eyes and turned her focus inward. After all these weeks of having her eye glued to a microscope, she was concentrating just as hard on her emotions. 
 
    Yes. She did love the amazing SEAL. What she’d said to him about coming back to her so he could marry her still held true. But binding herself to a man in his position meant facing the unknown. 
 
    She needed time alone with Orlando, to talk through their plans, their hopes and dreams. 
 
    And get to know each other better. 
 
    When could that happen? 
 
    The water was growing cold, and fatigue was taking over. She got out of the tub, wrapped herself in a towel and trudged the few steps to her bed, falling face down. She barely tugged the blanket over her herself when she heard knocking. 
 
    Crap. What if one of her patients had gone downhill in the time she’d been gone? 
 
    Wide awake now, she leaped up, grabbed the first garment she saw and threw it on. The oversized T-shirt covered her nudity and hung to her knees. 
 
    The knocking resumed as she hit the front door. She whipped it open and let out a loud gasp. 
 
    “Orlando!” 
 
    He braced himself in the doorway, taking up the entire opening. Giving her a slow, long perusal from wet hair to bare toes only brought a crooked grin to his face. 
 
    He stepped in, forcing her to back up, then closed the door behind him. “Hey, beautiful. I see you got dressed just for me.” 
 
    She gaped at him. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I couldn’t stay away.” He took a step toward her, but she rushed into his arms. 
 
    Throwing herself against his chest, she shimmied up his big body, clinging to him. “I need to examine you. How are you feeling? Come inside. I probably have a kit with some supplies to take your blood.” 
 
    A rumble ran through his chest. He locked her against him and crushed his mouth over hers. The heat pulsating in that kiss set her body on fire instantly and wiped out the last of her fatigue and all thought that this man’s health wasn’t a hundred percent. 
 
    Angling her head, she deepened the kiss, flipping her tongue over his until her inner thighs dampened with need. 
 
    He slid his hands up and down her back, taking the T-shirt she wore higher and higher. The silky glide of cotton on her bare skin had her groaning. 
 
    He dropped his hand lower and froze. “You’re not wearing anything underneath this, are you?” 
 
    Her breath tripped faster. “Why don’t you find out for yourself?” 
 
    With a growl, he lifted her. Her sofa was only a few steps away, and they fell upon it in a tangle of limbs. Their kisses grew desperate. She raked her fingers over his back, dragging his own shirt up so she could get at all the velvet skin covering steel. 
 
    Passion blasted through her. He broke from the kiss and stared down at her, eyes lidded with desire. 
 
    “I missed the hell outta you, Eden.” 
 
    “I missed you too,” she panted. 
 
    Wordlessly, he rolled to his feet and stood in the middle of her small living room and stripped off his clothes. She was looking at the spots the lesions had been but gasped when she saw something much worse. 
 
    She jerked into a sitting position and trailed her eyes over the stitches covering a huge gash in his side. She counted the black threads. 
 
    “Twenty-eight stitches?” 
 
    “Thirty-six. But who’s counting?” 
 
    She raised her fingers to the wound, but at the last minute trailed them on the ridge of muscle under it. “What happened?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you later. Right now I plan on eating your pussy.” 
 
    She sucked in a gulp, all thoughts flying out of her brain as he threw her back on the cushions, hooked her calves over his shoulders and went down on her. 
 
    The first stroke of his scalding tongue over her wet folds had her crying out. Her pussy flooded with need that compounded by the second as he strummed his tongue around her bundle of nerves. She bucked into his lips and tongue, digging her fingers into his scalp. 
 
    His throaty groans added to the pleasure. She answered with her own pleas. When he dipped his tongue into her slick folds and burrowed deep into her pussy, she lost her mind completely. Stars shot across the black canvas of her mind. Her first pulsation felt like she'd touched the sun. 
 
    And when she came on his tongue, she knew this kind of joy could never, ever end. 
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    Frost raised his head from between Eden’s perfect thighs, swiping his tongue across his lower lip to gather her juices. 
 
    His cock stood rigid, throbbing, the purple head gleaming with precum. She had a bed around here somewhere, and damn if he didn’t want her in it. But he didn’t have that kind of control—he needed her now. 
 
    He wedged his hips between her splayed thighs, parting them wider for him. His cock tunneled straight to her sweet place, and the minute his cock head brushed her slick folds, his eyes shuttered. 
 
    “Goddamn, beautiful. I won’t last long.” 
 
    She stroked her fingers over his jaw. “If you don’t last, we’ll just have to keep practicing until we’re both satisfied.” 
 
    He grumbled a laugh. “Then we’re never leaving this couch.” 
 
    She threw her arms around his neck and tugged his lips to hers. The plump softness stole over him. His hips twitched forward under their own power. In one quick glide, he stretched her. 
 
    With her inner walls clenching around him, he felt the aftershocks of the orgasm he’d just given her. He angled deep and jerked his hips. She cried out as his cock bumped her deepest point, and he immediately withdrew, dragging his stiff length through her walls. 
 
    “Oh…my…god,” she whimpered, fingernails digging into his shoulders. 
 
    His balls had been aching and heavy all the way over here, knowing he’d soon have her. But now he wanted that sensation to fade just a little bit so he could make their reunion last. He wanted her over and over again, until the light faded from the sky and rose the next day. 
 
    Shoving inside her again, he captured her lips for his own. The need building inside him was echoed in her sharp cries that grew louder with every pass of his cock. He fucked her slow and deep until neither of them could hold back anymore. 
 
    Then he took her fast and hard, staring down into her eyes when she came apart for him. Only then did he let go, hips churning to a thunderous finish. He bellowed out his pleasure at the last. 
 
    And she screamed his name. 
 
    The sweetest sound he’d ever heard. 
 
    “As sweet as the church bells ringing through the air in Argentina,” he rasped and kissed her. 
 
    She swiped her tongue over his, feeding him all the emotion he felt boiling in his own chest. 
 
    He broke the kiss. “As sweet as a parachute jump through a blue sky.” 
 
    Her eyes were hazy from her release but twinkled up at him. “What’s sweet?” 
 
    “You,” he said with enough force to convince her. 
 
    “Oh, Orlando.” She wrapped him tight against her, and he lowered his head to her breasts, drinking in the perfection of the moment. 
 
    “The whole time I was away, I dreamed of this,” he told her. 
 
    She stroked a lazy path over his spine. “Me too. Well, when I wasn’t saving lives.” 
 
    His smile spread over her fragrant skin. “Did you just take a bath?” 
 
    “Mm-hmm. I just fell into bed when you knocked.” 
 
    Raising his head, he studied her face. She did look tired, but he knew better than to say that now. She was as much of a warrior as any member of Blackout. 
 
    “Let’s get you to bed.” 
 
    She slipped her palm down to his ass and cupped it. So soft against his hardness. “Get your big, heavy body off me then.” 
 
    With a laugh, he rolled to his feet and pulled her up. He’d hardly had time enough to appreciate her naked curves, but not even his commanding officer could drag him away now. 
 
    Okay, that was a little far. He obeyed commands and went wherever duty called. He only hoped he had a break to spend time with the love of his life. 
 
    Her bed was big and inviting. But it had far too many pillows. First thing he did was toss out three to make room for himself. 
 
    She watched him, mouth agape. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “You’ve got too many pillows.” 
 
    “I like to put them all around me so I feel cozy.” 
 
    “You’ve got me now.” He strutted around the bed to reach her. As soon as he enveloped her in his arms, she swayed against him, naked and ready again. 
 
    He dragged her down to the mattress and cloaked her with his body. His cock was still hard and ready for round two, but he wanted time with her. 
 
    Braced on his forearms, he brushed a lock of her damp hair off her forehead. Her eyes were twin pools of the deepest blue water reflecting a green forest. 
 
    “I worried that you’d change your mind about me while I was away.” The confession popped from his lips before he could rein it back. 
 
    A shiver of emotion rippled through her eyes. “I have the same confession to make. I’m cold when it comes to relationships. My work probably does it to me. I wouldn’t be surprised if you think I don’t care about you…about us.” 
 
    His eyes burned. “You’re far from cold, Dr. Lowood. You just need somebody who knows how to force you out of your comfort zone and into the throws of passion.” 
 
    They shared a heated look, then he sobered again. “Being away from you was hard. We haven’t been together very long. You don’t know how it will be with me.” 
 
    “How will it be with you?” 
 
    “Well…”He kissed her softly. “I’ll do that every chance I get.” 
 
    When he withdrew, she followed him and kissed him deeper until their bodies rocked against each other again. 
 
    He wrapped his fist around his cock and pumped a bead of cum to the tip, which he fed into her tight pussy. Then they were gasping, moving, gripping each other tight. 
 
    He rolled so she straddled him. When she rode him with all the that wanton need on her beautiful face, she stole his heart even more. 
 
    They collapsed once more in a panting release to catch their breaths. Eden’s arms were thrown over her head and her eyes closed for so long he wondered if she’d fallen into the deep sleep she needed. 
 
    Pulling her close, he kissed the top of her head. “It will be just like this, Eden. And better.” 
 
    Several times during the course of the following hours, they alternately made love and slept until he felt some of the worried thoughts slipping away. They would be okay. Better than okay—perfect. 
 
    After a quick but soapy and very pleasurable shower, they ended up in her kitchen. He made her sit at the counter on a stool while he rifled through the contents of her fridge. There wasn’t much in there to use since she’d been gone so long, but he managed to find some ham and cheese that were still good. He grilled them in a pan with butter, then topped them with slices of sun-dried tomato. 
 
    He placed one onto a plate and looked up at her, knife poised over the crusty bread. “Halves or triangles?” 
 
    She grinned and bit down on her lower lip a moment before answering, “Halves.” 
 
    He chopped it in half and did the same to his own before taking the stool beside her. 
 
    As she bit into the sandwich, her eyes widened. “Who knew that a sandwich could be so tasty?” 
 
    “It’s been a while since I prepared any food besides the military rations they give me.” 
 
    She chewed her bite and swallowed. “I don’t know your favorite food.” 
 
    “I don’t know yours either.” He took a huge bite. 
 
    “I love fresh seafood. Any kind of seafood.” 
 
    “Then we’ll go out and eat later.” 
 
    “Hmm.” She ate more of the sandwich but didn’t commit to leaving the apartment, and from the way she cut her eyes over his bare chest, he could guess what her appetite was really for. 
 
    He polished off his in record time and drank a full glass of water filtered from her fridge. He sat there watching her closely, taking in everything about her. The way her hair waved as it naturally dried. How she licked crumbs from her lower lip between bites. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked after a minute or two. 
 
    “Because I can’t look away from you.” 
 
    A pink flush crept up her cheeks. “Is this how you really woo your lovers? With poetry about church bells and blue skies and pretty words?” 
 
    He straightened. “I don’t have lovers.” 
 
    She arched a brow. “Never?” 
 
    “Well, not never. But none in the past nine months or so, and nobody I cared to see twice.” 
 
    Her pleased smile stretched as she popped the final bite of grilled ham and cheese with tomato into her mouth. She twisted on her stool and leaned an elbow on the countertop, propping up her head as she studied him. 
 
    “So you don’t have much of a life outside of your team.” 
 
    He knew she’d go there sooner or later. He’d thought a lot about how to answer her questions about Blackout and make her see that just because he didn’t have anything before her didn’t mean he couldn’t have a bigger life now. 
 
    “We’re underground. We exist like ghosts, walking in plain sight to stop people like James and Abubakar. Then we vanish again.” 
 
    “I’m trying to wrap my head around that concept, Orlando.” 
 
    He nodded. “It’s a lot to take in, but not so much that it needs to worry you. A few of the guys on the team are married or have fiancées.” 
 
    “And are they underground too?” 
 
    He considered her question. “Ramsey’s wife lives here in DC with their son.” 
 
    Her eyes widened at that, showing off even more long, dark lashes than he’d seen before. “They make it work.” 
 
    His chest burned. “They do. And my sister Kit…she’s with Gunnison.” 
 
    “Is she? How did that come about?” 
 
    He spent a few minutes explaining in brief terms, leaving out anything classified. While he talked, Eden climbed off her stool and walked to the pantry. It was then he learned that she didn’t only have a love of Diet Pepsi but of bitter dark chocolate. 
 
    She offered him a bite of the bar, but he shook his head. It pleased him to see the dark chunks disappear between her lips. And pleased him more to kiss the flavor of it off her lips and carry her to bed for another round. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Eden stretched an arm along the mattress but felt only cool sheets. No body heat lingered on the percale fibers, and no hard, steely muscle brushed her hand. 
 
    She opened her eyes to see him across the room, his back to her, getting dressed. The muscles layered over his back rippled as he pulled his shirt overhead. 
 
    This was how it would be. She’d spent long hours awake during the night, simply lying in the wreath of Orlando’s arms, listening to his heavy breaths in sleep, thinking about how they’d really make this situation work. 
 
    Seeing him dressed in his black pants and T-shirt, combat boots on his feet, only brought it all home. 
 
    He’d be in and out of her life so much, probably out more than in. 
 
    Swallowing hard, she squeezed her eyes shut on the sting of the tears that hit. 
 
    When they cleared enough, she got out of bed and pulled her robe on. The robe he’d stripped off her with his teeth right before blowing her mind with his fingers and tongue buried deep inside her. And she’d gone down on him, sucking him to the pinnacle of pleasure. She’d never forget his salty-sweet taste, and the groans of his release still sent goosebumps skittering over her skin just thinking about it. 
 
    He swung her direction. 
 
    She jerked her hand up to her brow and saluted him. 
 
    A mixture of shock and amusement creased his eyes. Those eyes. God, how beautiful they were, warm puddles of emotion that burned only for her. 
 
    She quivered, almost losing her nerve from that look. 
 
    He came around the bed to stand in front of her. “You’re not in the military. You don’t salute.” 
 
    Her chin quivered, and she firmed it before he could see. “You’re leaving. I thought it might be a good way to say goodbye.” 
 
    Eyes narrowed, he reached for her. “I’m not going anywhere except to the cookout. With you.” 
 
    She shook her head, rejecting his words. “I had a lot of time to think about us, Orlando.” 
 
    “So did I.” He reeled her in until her breasts brushed against his unyielding chest, tormenting her nipples into sharp peaks. 
 
    “This is a terrible idea!” she burst out, palms against his chest to put space between them. 
 
    He gave her the room, but not much. He loomed over her, those warm brown eyes filling with a glint of pain that knifed her to the core. 
 
    Before he could argue with her or convince her with more sweet declarations of falling in love with her in mere minutes, she rushed to say, “You’re married to your career. I’m married to mine. I made that mistake before, thinking two dedicated professionals can make it work.” 
 
    A dark shadow crossed his face. “I’m not your ex. You chose the wrong professional. What we have can work. Think of it as a case study, Dr. Lowood.” 
 
    She raised a hand to her brow, fighting tears and rising hopes that left her so confused. “I don’t see how.” 
 
    He edged close again. “Let me show you.” 
 
    “In your crystal ball? Are you a fortune teller? A psychic?” 
 
    “No, I can show you empirical data. At the cookout.” 
 
    Exhausted by the fight she’d put up, however short and small, she dropped her head against his chest. “What cookout?” Her voice came out thick. 
 
    “At Ramsey’s. You can meet Farah and the baby. And all the others.” He cupped her chin and tipped her face up to his. After a long look in her eyes, he leaned in and pressed his forehead against hers. “You’re going to love them, and they’re going to love you. Just like I do.” 
 
    “Will it take a whole fifteen minutes?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Maybe a little longer. Not everyone can be as advanced as me.” 
 
    At that, her own laugh rushed out. 
 
    His serious expression lingered. 
 
    “What am I missing? Why do you look so concerned about me meeting your people?” she asked, unable to stop her hand from moving to his face and scraping her fingers over his stubbled jaw. 
 
    “We’ve gotta swing by headquarters first.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “And that’s a problem?” 
 
    He reached into his back pocket and came out with a black cloth. “That all depends on how you feel about this.” He stepped back and held up the item. 
 
    “Uh…a ski mask?” She eyed it. 
 
    “A hood. No one can see how to get there.” 
 
    She met his gaze, face serious. “I’ll wear the breathing apparatus and gloves only.” 
 
    At her taunt, his grin stretched across his rugged features. Her heart pattered at the sight of that smile and the fact she’d put it there. “There’s no negotiating,” he argued. 
 
    “I can be ex-treme-ly persuasive.” She ran her hand down his chest to his waistband. 
 
    He tossed the hood and grabbed her around the waist. She squealed when he rolled her onto the bed and followed her down, lips crushed on hers and his fingers already working the belt of her robe. 
 
    Whatever arguments she had dissolved as his seeking fingers found her core and plunged inside. 
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    “So this is what it’s like to be involved with Blackout.” Eden’s voice came muffled from behind the hood. 
 
    Frost kept hold of her arm as he guided her through the side door. “I’m sorry to put you through this.” 
 
    “I’d say it’s fine, but I can’t say I’m enjoying myself.” 
 
    His mouth quirked a private smile. “I’ll make it worth your trouble very soon. I promise.” 
 
    A small shiver ran through her arm and into his fingers where hers were wrapped around them. 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, I did try on the hood before I made you put it on,” he told her. 
 
    “Well, wasn’t that just peachy of you? I’m so glad my man is so thoughtful.” 
 
    Her sarcasm had him laughing as he led her the rest of the way inside and the heavy metal door closed with a hard thump of finality. 
 
    “Are we in?” she rushed out. 
 
    He pulled the hood off her. She blinked rapidly and then smoothed her hair with both hands. 
 
    “See? Not so bad.” 
 
    “I’d say about as bad as you putting on that protective gear.” 
 
    He pulled her close. Her soft inhale of surprise gave him total satisfaction. When he released her just as quickly and led her by the hand through the empty corridor, he could almost hear her mind working. 
 
    Voices drifted from one of the rooms up ahead. Before reaching the door, he knew who was inside. That feminine voice had filled him with both protective big brother energy and annoyance for most of his life. 
 
    When he stepped into the room, Kit and Gunnison were deep in a debate over whether or not password encryption even mattered in this day and age, when hackers were savvier than many systems. 
 
    Both looked up at him and Eden. 
 
    Kit’s eyes flew wide, and she jumped to her feet. “Honey, look at the dirt that just dragged itself in,” she said to Gunnison before walking up to Frost and throwing her arms around him. 
 
    “Hey, Chippy.” He squeezed her, and she socked him in the arm. 
 
    Chuckling, he turned his gaze on Eden. “Eden, this is my little sister, in case you couldn’t tell. Kit, this is Dr. Eden Lowood.” 
 
    The two women surveyed each other. He’d seen it happen plenty of times before. Women sized each other up in terms of intelligence and even by their appearances, while guys relied on who’d be left standing in a fistfight. 
 
    But Frost wasn’t worried—Eden was very easygoing, and Kit was a welcoming person. She was never as thrilled as when she learned he wasn’t really dead, only operating in Blackout. So she didn’t disappoint when she walked up to Eden and hugged her. 
 
    While he’d never seen Eden show affection to anyone besides him, she embraced his sister in return. 
 
    He and Gunnison stood watching. 
 
    “Welcome to the big fat Blackout family,” Kit told her with a grin. Then she swung a glare on him. “You didn’t make her wear the hood, did you?” 
 
    “Had to.” 
 
    “You brute. You have no idea what that’s like!” 
 
    He and Gunnison exchanged a look. Their training took them places these women would never want to hear about, let alone experience. They remained silent as Kit slid her arm around Eden’s shoulders. 
 
    “You poor thing. How you put up with my brother is a mystery, but I won’t hold it against you.” She flashed a smile at Eden, then turned her head to include Frost. “You must be thirsty after wearing that hood all the way here.” 
 
    “It actually wasn’t all that far.” Eden’s eyes twinkled at Kit’s antics. 
 
    Kit leaned close and whispered something that had Eden laughing. 
 
    The thump of boots outside the room caused he and Gunny to turn at the same time. As Bishop strode by, he called out, “Conference room. Now.” 
 
    Frost sought Eden’s gaze. She nodded. 
 
    “We have plenty to entertain ourselves,” Kit told them. Even though her tone was light, he knew his sister, and concern burned in the depths of her eyes. Gunny saw it too and squeezed her arm before walking out to join the others. 
 
    Frost issued a groan. “I hope to hell I didn’t bring her here only to have to get her out in a hurry before we’re deployed.” 
 
    Gunnison kept pace with him step for step. “So do I.” 
 
    They turned into the conference room. Several members of Blackout were already seated, their attention on the front of the room where Sparrow stood talking to Commander Barrett. 
 
    “Shit,” he roughed out, dropping into the closest seat. If Barrett was in on the meeting, it could only mean a big event was going down. 
 
    Gunnison took the seat beside him. “If anything happens and we have to leave on the fly, Kit will get Eden out through the tunnels.” 
 
    He gave a scant nod. Damn, this wasn’t the way he wanted to introduce her to his world. He’d hoped to let her meet the guys before the cookout planned for later this evening and give her time to adjust to what being important to a member of Blackout meant. 
 
    Judging from the serious expressions on his commander’s face, and on Sparrow’s too, that was all off the table. 
 
    Once everyone was gathered, Sparrow widened his stance to address them all. “Commander Barrett has brought news of Abubakar.” 
 
    Commander Barrett took over from there. The tall man sported a regimental haircut whereas Blackout chose various versions reflective of their individual style. They were given more laxity in their appearances, though Frost rarely let his hair grow past the tops of his ears out of personal preference. 
 
    “First I want to congratulate Blackout on putting a stop to Woodrow James’s role in the bioterrorism attack .” 
 
    Frost shifted his jaw, grinding his molars lightly as the memory of that asshole holding Eden at gunpoint filled his mind. 
 
    Commander Barrett sought him out of the group and gave him a nod to acknowledge his role. Frost returned it. 
 
    “Next I want to inform you all that every last patient who came in contact with that powder is recovered and has been returned to their homes.” 
 
    A rustle ran through the group, but Frost’s chest swelled with pride for what Eden had done. He wished she could be present to hear this, but he’d tell her as soon as he could. 
 
    “We’ve found a few others who were working with James in the lab. They’ve been rounded up and will be dealt with accordingly.” 
 
    He could only guess what that meant. Probably some were imprisoned. And if they happened to narc on Abubakar, then they might gain immunity and given new lives under witness protection. 
 
    “Finally, there’s a new matter cropping up. Something that’s been on our radar for a short time, but one we feel is very important, to track down Abubakar and end his reign.” 
 
    Frost and every person in the room focused on Barrett. 
 
    “We’ve been tracking shipments of firearms that are hitting the streets in major cities all across the country.” 
 
    “What kind of firearms?” Sparrow asked. 
 
    “Some of the newest and most lethal known to our military. In the hands of civilians, it’s a problem. But we believe Abubakar is behind the weapons hitting the streets.” 
 
    “It sounds like he’s recruiting Americans now,” Lachlan spoke up from the front of the room. 
 
    Barrett gave him a stiff nod. “That’s what we’re determined to find out. I wanted to inform Blackout first, since you’re at the top of this food chain. You need every bit of information I’ve got.” He swept his stare over the group. “Be ready, team. The call may come sooner than we think.” 
 
    “Anything we can do in the meantime, Commander?” Sparrow asked him. 
 
    A small smile quirked the corner of his lips. “There’s a rumor about a barbecue this evening. My orders are…” 
 
    They held their collective breath. 
 
    “Have a good time.” 
 
    Ramsey caught Commander Barrett’s attention. “You’re welcome to join us, Commander.” 
 
    His smile widened, and he nodded. “I appreciate the offer, Ramsey, but I’ve got my own plans. You all go enjoy yourselves. Relax and regroup so you can face what comes next with all you got.” 
 
    Dismissed, Frost and Gunnison left the others to stand around talking about the barbecue while they went to the computer office. Inside, Kit and Eden were talking companionably, bottles of water in hand. 
 
    When he entered, he noticed Eden’s eyes were drawn to him. The sensation left him shaken with the strength of the bond they’d formed in such a short time. She really was it for him, after years of believing any hope of a personal life was relegated to the occasional one-night stand and long years of loneliness. 
 
    Suddenly, he found it hard to breathe around the tightness of emotion in his chest. Their gazes locked for several heartbeats. 
 
    Kit broke the moment by rolling her wheeled chair toward Gunnison. She stood and stepped up to Gunnison. “Anything I can do?” she asked him in a low voice. 
 
    He shook his head. “Our orders are to enjoy the cookout tonight.” 
 
    Frost moved to Eden and extended a hand to her. She placed her soft, capable one in his, and he folded his fingers around it. 
 
    Pulling her to a stand, he searched her eyes. “Sorry to leave you alone.” 
 
    “Duty calls.” Her tone took on a wistful note. 
 
    His brows drew together as he stared at her face. He couldn’t find a hint of worry on her pretty features, though. His fear that she wouldn’t be able to handle any of this faded slightly. He didn’t know if he’d ever stop worrying that he wasn’t giving her what she needed from him. They had a lot to learn. 
 
    Gunnison gave them a chin lift. “You two ready to go? I’ll drive.” 
 
    Kit cocked her head. “If Eden has to be hooded, then so do I.” 
 
    Frost grunted. “There’s no point in hooding you—you already figured out our location long ago.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. I’m not going to let her suffer alone on the way out of here. Go get me a hood, Orlando.” 
 
    Gunnison’s amusement tipped his lips. He nodded to Frost, who went in search of a second hood. Moments later, he returned with one for Kit. She snapped it out of his hand and yanked it over her own head. 
 
    With her eyes still out, she looked to Eden. “Ready, sister?” 
 
    Eden’s smile came more readily than Frost could hope for. “Ready.” 
 
    Frost leaned in and kissed her sweet, plump lips before pulling the hood over her head. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Classic rock blasted from hidden speakers into the courtyard where the SEAL team all kicked back. The delicious scent of grilled steak wafted to Eden, and her stomach burned with hunger. 
 
    She gazed across the cobbled courtyard to Frost. He was grouped with a few others. From the serious looks on their faces, they weren’t relaxing as their commander had ordered them to. She felt a keen warning hanging over them all—and in turn, her too. 
 
    The women were a little more carefree, or at least looked like it on the surface. She was surprised to learn that they lived and worked in the world despite what their significant others did for a living. All but Farah, who chose to stay home with her and Ramsey’s young son, Kobe, for the time being. 
 
    They spoke of plans for getaways when their men got leave, about decorating homes and the best local farmer’s markets to visit on Saturday morning. Not one said anything about what Eden really wanted to know: Were they going to get their hearts broken one day? 
 
    She must have appeared too pensive and her silence too heavy because Kit touched her forearm. Her eyes were warm with concern. 
 
    “Are you all right? I hope you’re not bored to tears listening to us talk.” 
 
    “Of course not,” she said at once. 
 
    “It’s talk about all the things we don’t want to say out loud, you know.” 
 
    Eden stared at her new friend, Orlando’s sister. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We’re all just as worried about the state of the world as they are.” She gestured toward the guys. One was stacking small sticks in a layer on top of some logs in the outdoor fireplace. As they looked on, he struck a match and set a crumpled piece of newspaper on fire. Wisps of smoke rose up, then the crackle of the sticks catching floated to Eden’s ears. 
 
    She swallowed hard. “I have my share of worries too. What if Orlando and I really can’t make it work?” 
 
    Kit gave her a gentle smile. “I see the way he looks at you, Eden. I’ve never seen him look at any woman that way. I know my brother—he doesn’t fail.” 
 
    Her chest welled with love for him. She glanced over and found him gazing at her. Their eyes locked.  
 
    He broke off from the group of guys and started her way. She watched his muscles roll with every step, and the tug of black cloth over his hard thighs. She got a little breathless thinking of those thighs pinning her down, spreading her wide. Her insides fluttered with want that had to be set on hold for the time being. 
 
    Kit gave her a little nudge on the back, propelling her forward. She rushed the rest of the distance to Orlando. 
 
    He closed his hands around her waist. “You don’t look like you’re having as much fun as you did back in the lab in South Dakota.” 
 
    Caught off guard by the statement, she laughed. “Well, I do love my work.” 
 
    “And I love mine. But there’s a time and place for it, and it’s not here. C’mon.” 
 
    A rock ballad was playing, and he whirled her into his arms. Clasping her tight to his chest, he swayed with her right there in the courtyard for everyone to see. But soon she tore her gaze from his long enough to see other couples had joined them on the makeshift dancefloor. 
 
    “We have to remind ourselves what we’re fighting for, beautiful,” Orlando crooned into her ear. “What we’re living for.” 
 
    She rested her cheek on his chest. “I’ve got what I need right here in my arms.” To demonstrate, she squeezed him hard. 
 
    A few feet away from them, Mustang threw himself at Cobra. The SEALS locked their arms around each other in a mock embrace. Mustang swished his hips to the music, and Cobra reached down to give his firm cheek a hard squeeze that had them all howling with laughter. 
 
    All of a sudden, the high-pitched angry cry of a baby trumpeted through the air. She looked over to see little Kobe between his parents as they danced too. 
 
    Laughing, Ramsey hitched the boy high on his shoulder, where he blinked out at Eden and Orlando, eyes wide. 
 
    “Think that will be us someday?” she couldn’t help but ask. 
 
    “Hmm. I hope so,” he rumbled into her hair. “But only if you want and when you’re ready. I’d never pressure you, Eden.” 
 
    She stared at the boy over his father’s shoulder and experienced a tug of something she could only describe as maternal heartstrings. She rested her face on Orlando’s chest again. “We’ll know when it’s time, but right now, I want all the ‘us’ I can get. 
 
    “Starting with that steak I smell.” 
 
    With perfect timing, Lachlan called out from the grill, “Come ’n get it!” 
 
    Orlando’s deep brown eyes burned into hers. “Let me introduce you to the finest cut of beef you’ll ever get.” 
 
    “I’m glad you said that. I’m starving!” She withdrew from his hold and latched on to his arm, towing him toward the platter of steaks Lachlan was quickly removing from the heat. 
 
    As everyone congregated around a long table set up in the open air to eat and talk, Eden saw them relax one by one, as if they were finally taking their commander’s order to heart. And finally, she was able to see just how amazing they all were. How they were all filled with love for their SEAL family and devoted to protecting it. 
 
    She gazed at each face. When she reached Lachlan’s, he lifted his glass to her in tribute. She raised hers in return and nodded to him. She may have saved his life, but his selfless sacrifice in being her test guinea pig with the higher dose of antidote had saved hundreds. And she was relieved to see for herself that he really was okay. 
 
    Including her and the man she loved. 
 
    She swung her head to Orlando. His rugged face creased into a smile that had her heart thumping hard and fast and a new pulse beating between her thighs. 
 
    Slowly, he set his glass back on the table and pushed back his chair. “Let me give you the tour of Ramsey and Farah’s home.” 
 
    She stood too and placed her hand in his. 
 
    As they reached the patio doors leading into the warehouse-turned-luxury home, someone pounded a fist on the table. 
 
    Everyone joined in, and several catcalls and whistles sounded. 
 
    “To Frost! May he spend his days making Dr. Eden a very happy woman!” Lach’s voice rang out above them all. 
 
    Orlando opened the door and ushered her inside. His eyes twinkled as he turned to her and backed her up against the closest wall where they wouldn’t be seen by the others. 
 
    Her spine gently hit the wall. His broad chest crushed her breasts. Eden’s breaths came faster and her mind came apart when he brought his lips down on hers. 
 
    The kiss reminded her of their first. Of new beginnings and promises about to be honored. 
 
    She rocked her hips into his and dug her fingers into his hair, dragging him closer. A constant rumble of need hummed in his chest, sending her nipples into sharp points. 
 
    He danced his hand up her ribs to cup one breast. It felt heavy with need, and she arched into his almost desperate touch. 
 
    Tearing from the kiss, he stared down at her, panting as he strummed her nipple into an even tighter peak. “I want you. Right here. Now.” 
 
    She shook her head. “We can’t defile Ramsey and Farah’s…” She looked around herself to see what room they were even standing in. “Kitchen.” 
 
    He nuzzled his nose over her ear, raising goosebumps all over her body. “There’s a pantry a few steps away.” 
 
    She tossed her head on a laugh. “Orlando, as hot as being with you right now sounds, I think we’d better behave ourselves until we’re alone.” 
 
    He tugged on her earlobe with his teeth before releasing it. He pushed off the wall but kept her trapped between his arms. 
 
    “I fell in love with you fast, but I want to take you nice and slow.” He drawled out the final word with so much innuendo that her body tingled. 
 
    “I’ll make it worth your wait, my love.” She stamped a kiss on his lips. “Right now, let’s go back outside, join our friends and enjoy ourselves.” 
 
    His eyes gleamed. “I love the hell out of you, you know that, beautiful?” 
 
    She skimmed her fingers over the coarse five o’clock shadow darkening his jaw. “I’m so in love with you. Now show me how Blackout has a good time.” 
 
    Without warning, he grabbed her around the waist, swung her off her feet and carried her to the door. Her squeal of happiness flitted on the air to mingle with the laughter of the Blackout team. 
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