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CHAPTER ONE

Marlie Montague was right smack-dab in the middle of exposing a massive government cover-up when her front doorbell chimed, playing the Mission: Impossible theme.

Although she heard the bell, Marlie was so deeply engrossed in the comic book she was illustrating that the sound didn’t really register in her brain. She sat tailor-style at her white drawing board, black charcoal pencil in hand, surrounded by a bank of computer equipment, some ivory, some ebony, all Macs. She drew Angelina Avenger with her eyes blazing and her guns drawn as she confronted a top-ranking CIA agent about his part in a global oil conspiracy.

Her pencil hollowed the lines of Angelina’s cheekbones, accentuating her haunting beauty and steely inner toughness. She employed the eraser to perfectly arch her heroine’s auburn eyebrows. Angelina might be the most kick-butt crime fighter in the comics, but she never neglected her grooming. The woman was serious trouble in high heels.

Quite unlike Marlie.

She glanced down at the rumpled black track suit that she’d never once run track in. It was two o’clock in the afternoon and she realized she’d been toiling for almost nine hours without a shower or anything more to eat than her morning bowl of Froot Loops, and only her trusty tweezers knew for sure the last time she’d plucked her eyebrows.

The doorbell played the Mission: Impossible theme again.

Irritated by the interruption, Marlie sighed, laid her pencil down, and pushed back from the storyboard.

Maybe it was UPS with a box of free author copies of her twenty-eighth comic book “CIA Zombie Recruits,” the upcoming March issue of her heroine’s exploits, in which Angelina uncovers a secret government brainwashing experiment using the news media to subliminally program the masses.

When she reached the front door, she had to go up on tiptoe to peer through the peephole. Being five-foot-two was a hindrance at times; little wonder she had created Angelina as a six-foot Amazon.

It was a man.

A stranger.

The hairs on her forearm lifted. Who was he?

He stood with his back to the door, gazing out at the moderately priced homes that comprised her cozy little corner of Oleander Circle just a mile from the Gulf of Mexico. He looked displaced in suburbia. Like a cactus in a petunia patch.

Pushing her glasses up on the end of her nose, she squinted to get a better view. He wore a sweat-stained navy blue T-shirt and gray cotton workout pants that in spite of their bagginess did not camouflage his strong, muscular butt.

In one hand he held, of all things, a Pyrex measuring cup. Could this be her new next-door neighbor come to borrow a cup of sugar?

More likely a cup of egg whites. Clearly, this guy, with his no-flab body, never put a bite of the sweet stuff in his mouth.

If this was indeed her new neighbor, then she had watched him from her office window two weeks earlier when he’d moved in next door. Her imagination went off the chain as she remembered him lifting those boxes with bulging biceps, stripping off his shirt when he got overheated, and dazzling Marlie with a righteous view of his late-night-infomercial abs.

He wore his hair cropped close to his head. Not quite a buzz cut, but almost. More like Richard Gere in An Officer and a Gentleman. She knew the look.

Precision military.

Was he military? She hoped he wasn’t military. She didn’t trust military men. Not even ex-military. Not even sexy ex-military.

Don’t sweat it, babe, Angelina whispered inside her head. He’s much more my type. You should have hooked up with Cosmo when you had the chance.

But she had never been physically attracted to Cosmo. They’d been best friends and close confidants; that is, before Cosmo sold out his scruples and left Corpus Christi to go to work as a civilian computer cryptologist for the Office of Navy Intelligence in Suitland, Maryland. She still missed her buddy and wished she could have been more accepting of his career path.

The riveting man on her doorstep pivoted, giving her a breathtaking view of his ruggedly handsome profile. He looked as if he should be gracing the cover of one of those outdoor adventure magazines. A provocative five o’clock shadow encircled his angular jaw, and his hooded eyes were an intriguing shade of blue-gray-green, like the Gulf of Mexico in turbulent weather. And like a storm-swept sea, he looked both demanding and resilient.

And as treacherous as a downed power line on a schoolyard playground.

She was mesmerized.

Her fingers tingled to draw his face, to capture his effigy in charcoal. Her eyes studied him as if she were actually seeing him on canvas and tracing his exquisite form with her art pencil, forever trapping him on the page. Her brain cast him in geometry; a circle for his head, an inverted triangle for his torso, a right-side-up triangle for his lower body, and rectangles for his legs, which she mentally lengthened and shaded until they were long, strong pillars.

Leaning in, he rapped hard against the door.

Caught off guard by the unexpectedness of the sharp sound, Marlie gasped. She jumped back and almost fell over her black-lacquered coffee table. He was persistent. She’d give him points for that.

But what if she was wrong? What if this guy wasn’t her next-door neighbor?

Her underground comic books were considered controversial by mainstream publishers. Just last week she’d gotten a death threat mixed in with her fan mail. It wasn’t the first. She’d received them a few times before and she’d even notified the police with the initial one. But they’d blown her off, pooh-poohing her fears as unlikely. She hadn’t bothered phoning again. In the best of times, Marlie wasn’t a fan of authority figures.

Seven years spent researching, writing, and illustrating her conspiracy theory comic book series had given her a suspicious mind. That and the fact that her father had been a government whistle-blower killed under mysterious circumstances by the naval officer who was supposed to have been his trusted friend. To top it off, the Navy had framed her father and proclaimed him a traitor, asserting that he’d been selling Mohawk missiles to terrorists.

You’re being paranoid again, Angelina chided. This guy has nothing to do with those death threats or what the Navy did to your dad. Open the door.

“Easy for you to say; you’re a fearless crime fighter.”

Don’t give me that b.s. You’re not afraid that Mr. Hunka Man came over here to do you harm. You’re just too chicken to talk to him.

There was that.

Marlie’s natural impulse urged her to slink back to her office and pretend she’d never heard the Mission: Impossible theme summoning her to the front door. She had a deadline looming and three pages left to illustrate before tackling the computer phase.

That’s right. Go ahead. Blame it on your work. Never mind that you’re hiding behind your shyness as an excuse to avoid getting a real life. And maybe, just maybe, a real man.

“I’m not sticking my head in the sand.” She knew she had a bad habit of talking to her own fabrication. It was one major drawback to living alone and working out of her home.

Prove it.

“I am not the slightest bit interested. He’s military.”

You don’t know that.

“Girlfriend, check him out. His posture is so perfect it looks as if someone nailed a two-by-four into his spine.”

What’s wrong with military?

“Come on, you of all people? Asking me a question like that.”

You think the dude’s got a submachine gun stashed down the front of his sweatpants? Then Angelina started humming the old Beatles song “Happiness Is a Warm Gun.”

“I can’t open the door looking like this.” Marlie’s hair was unkempt, she wore no makeup, and there was a coffee stain on her white T-shirt at a strategically embarrassing spot.

Excuses, excuses.

“Hello? Anybody home?” The hypnotic sound of his voice, all sinful and chocolaty, lured her.

Double dare you to introduce yourself, Angelina challenged.

“Okay, fine, all right. Just give me a second to freshen up.”

Hurry before he leaves.

What suddenly compelled her (besides Angelina’s big mouth), Marlie couldn’t really say. It was an odd sensation, pushing up from somewhere deep inside her, daring her to open the door.

Maybe it was nothing more than the urge to get a better look at the supreme hottie. Maybe it was because she’d been feeling a little too isolated since Cosmo left. Or maybe it was because if this man was going to be living next door, she had to know exactly who he was and what he was about. When push came to shove, Marlie valued information over safety because the right kind of information could ensure her safety.

Stripping off her coffee-stained shirt as she went, Marlie dashed into her bedroom. She pushed back the black-beaded curtain that served as a closet door and somehow, in the process, managed to dislodge her bowling ball from its place. The ball escaped, bumping away across the hardwood floor. She ignored the fugitive, snatched a clean T-shirt from a hanger, and hurried into the bathroom.

He rang the doorbell again.

This is your mission if you choose to accept it. Angelina snickered. Open the door to your mystery date.

“Hush,” she told Angelina and then sang out, “Coming, coming.”

Marlie rinsed her mouth with Scope, while simultaneously releasing the elastic band that kept her unruly brown hair pulled back. She ran a brush through the tangles and then dabbed on a subtle shade of pink lipstick. Semipresentable.

She turned and rushed down the hall. She was so focused on her goal that she did not see the bowling ball. Her ankle clipped it and the ball rolled between her legs.

Marlie ended up sprawled facedown on the floor, staring underneath the sofa. Ouch. That was gonna leave a mark.

Wow, Angelina said, check out those dust bunnies.

The doorbell rang again.

Hustle, hustle. This mission will self-destruct in seven seconds.

“Hang on!”

Dragging herself to her feet, she hobbled to the door and flung it open, only to discover that her sexy neighbor had vanished. In his place stood the UPS man.

“Where’d he go?” She cocked her head, craning for a look around the man’s body, but all she could see was the boxy brown delivery truck parked at the curb.

“Where’d who go?” asked the UPS man.

“The guy who was just here.”

“What guy?”

Marlie sighed. At some point between the Scope gargle and the bowling ball mishap her neighbor must have given up and gone home, and the UPS man had come up the sidewalk in the meantime.

Oh, well. Perhaps it was for the best. At least Angelina couldn’t accuse her of not trying. She blew out her breath, surprised to find she felt disappointed. Shaking her head to dispel the sensation, she reached out to take the box from the UPS man.

Only to discover that he was also clutching a wicked-looking semiautomatic weapon.

With a silencer attached to the end of it.

Naval Criminal Investigative Service Special Agent Joel Hunter took the measuring cup and strode back into his house. So much for his brilliant may-I-borrow-a-cup-of-shampoo ploy.

Apparently, Marlie Montague wasn’t about to open her door to a stranger. Not that he could blame her. She was a young woman living alone and engaged in antigovernment activities. He’d be leery too if he were in her shoes. But he knew she was home. Her white Toyota Prius with the black interior was parked in the driveway in front of her white craftsman-style home with the black trim. Plus, when he’d returned from his run he’d checked the surveillance equipment that covert ops had installed in her home two weeks earlier, and Marlie had still been holed up in her office, working on her comic book.

Joel had retrieved the measuring cup from the kitchen cabinet of the house he’d rented fully furnished and trotted over to carry out his new orders. Initially, his assignment had been simple. Keep her under surveillance. Then while on his jog he’d gotten a cell phone call from Camp Pendleton with additional instructions. Befriend the suspect and gain her trust. But under no circumstances was he to allow her to uncover his true identity.

But of course. That was a given. You couldn’t exactly expect to get chummy with the daughter of the man your father had killed.

Time for a new angle of attack. He wanted off this detail. The sooner the better. He opened his flip phone and gave the voice-activated command to call Camp Pendleton.

“Special Agent Dobbs.”

“Hunter here.”

“Have you made contact?”

“Sir.” Joel stalked into the kitchen and set the measuring cup down on the counter. “If I may speak freely, I don’t believe I’m the right agent for this particular assignment.”

“You haven’t made contact yet? What’s the matter, Hunter?” Dobbs scoffed. “You’re male, she’s female. Your charm slipping?”

“My charm isn’t the issue, sir.” Joel headed for the bathroom.

“No? Then why aren’t you out there getting her to fall head over heels for you and spill all her secrets?”

“Honestly, sir?”

“Speak your mind.”

Joel swapped the phone from one hand to the other as he wrestled out of his sweaty T-shirt. “This assignment is a waste of time.”

“How so?”

“The woman is no more subversive than Little Orphan Annie. She stays to herself, gets very few visitors, and rarely goes anywhere except to the grocery store and her bowling league on Wednesday nights. She’s downright mousy, and I’ve seen no signs of seditious activities. In fact, I think she may be agoraphobic.”

“I get it,” Dobbs said. “You’re bored because she’s not a hottie with an interesting sex life.”

“I’m wasting my time and my talent. I don’t even know why I’m here. If you could give me a little more to go on, that would help.” Joel tossed his shirt in the laundry hamper and toed off his sneakers. “What is it that Marlie Montague is supposed to be up to? Why is she under such close scrutiny? What exactly am I supposed to be finding out?”

“Sorry. Top secret info. You don’t have the clearance.”

“So reassign me and get someone with the right clearance.”

“No.” Dobbs’s tone was anything but friendly.

“Look, I know her. Or at least I knew her when I was a kid. Don’t you think that’s some kind of conflict of interest?”

“Would she recognize you if she saw you?”

He sighed. “I doubt it.”

“Then you’re not getting out of it.”

“Come on, Dobbs, cut me some slack. I do a good job for you.”

“No can do.”

“Why not?”

“You were personally requested for this mission by someone very high up.”

“Let me guess. Admiral Delaney stuck me with this crappy babysitting gig.”

“I’m not at liberty to say.”

“Why?”

“It’s not yours to reason why, but to follow orders. Now, quit your bellyaching and get back to work.”

“Do I have to?” He gritted his teeth.

“Either that or you can hand in your resignation. Take your pick.” Without another word, Dobbs hung up.

Well, fuck me running.

Joel had the urge to punch something hard, but managed to satisfy himself with savagely kicking his sneakers across the bathroom floor and into the bedroom, wishing it were his ex-father-in-law’s head instead. He was certain Chet Delaney was behind this.

Joel’s ex-wife Treeni was due to return to Washington any day and she’d been calling him, hinting at getting back together. He would rather set his hair on fire than reunite with Treeni, but he didn’t appreciate Chet’s running interference for his precious daughter, shipping him out of D.C. on some bullshit job.

He was stuck with being the stringed marionette to Chet’s puppeteer. And there was nothing Joel hated more than being beholden to someone with power over him.

After Joel had been expunged from the Navy SEALs following a sordid incident in Iraq involving Treeni, one of Saddam Hussein’s top-ranking officials, and the search for weapons of mass destruction, his ex-father-in-law had pulled strings and gotten Joel the job at NCIS. It had been a bribe of course, to keep him from telling the truth about what had gone down over there.

Chet had just stepped down as director of ONI so he could declare his candidacy for President of the United States. He was considered by many as his party’s front-runner to secure the nomination in the upcoming primary, although his warmongering and hard-line stance had earned him almost as many detractors as supporters. At this point, Chet’s main concern was keeping all his skeletons locked up tight.

Joel was one of those skeletons.

But his ex-father-in-law needn’t have worried. Joel’s lips were forever sealed. It hurt too much to think about what had happened, much less speak of it. He’d taken the blame for what Treeni had done and he’d accepted the consequences, but losing his place in the brotherhood was like losing a chunk of his soul. Being a SEAL was the first time he’d ever felt like he’d truly belonged anywhere. He’d been with like-minded men who pushed themselves to extremes.

Joel twisted the shower faucet to a tepid temperature, climbed inside the tub, and yanked the shower curtain closed. He didn’t know the real reason why the Navy wanted Marlie under surveillance, but he felt sure they were barking up the wrong tree. The hush-hush, top secret instructions just didn’t jibe with what he’d learned about her.

For God’s sake, Montague looked like somebody’s wide-eyed kid sister. The kind of wholesome girl-next-door so valued in 1950s and ’60s sitcoms. Gidget and Donna Reed and Father Knows Best. She even wore her hair in a ubiquitous ponytail.

A dissident innocent?

Was there such a thing? The only time he’d seen her act the least bit feisty was when he had spied on her at the Starlight Lanes. She mowed down bowling pins as if they were dandelions and she were a John Deere lawn tractor, racking up strike after strike with deadly precision. So what if she’d written a couple of conspiracy theory comic books with antigovernment themes. Big deal. It was fiction.

Joel lathered his hair. See, that’s where he kept getting hung up. If her comic books were strictly fictional, why did the Navy consider her a threat to national security?

It made no sense.

He blew out his breath. Like it or not, he was stuck with his circumstances. He’d already gotten kicked out of the SEALs over one woman. He wouldn’t lose this job over another. For whatever reason, his orders were to get friendly with Montague, and that’s what he would do.

But Joel sure as hell didn’t have to be happy about it.


CHAPTER TWO

Aw, hell, Marlie thought, what a day to get whacked.

She needed a shower, her Visa bill was three weeks overdue, and worst of all she hadn’t had sex in the past two years. I’m going to die broke, manless, without clean underwear on, and living in a house that I rent from my mother.

“Step back,” the man said and kicked the door closed.

In a weird way, she’d been waiting for something like this her entire life. As if deep down inside she’d always known she would come to a disastrous end.

She felt at once both calm and panicked. She was terrified, but being a worst-case-scenario kind of gal from way back, she’d frequently planned out how she would react in just such a situation.

Yeah, well, best-laid plans. She’d always imagined she’d smack a male attacker in his man parts and run like hell, but this guy wasn’t standing within gonad-smacking distance.

He was a bland, nondescript sort of fellow. Young but with blond hair already thinning at the temples, ordinary features, medium build, steady hands. A perfect killer. Calm, cool, and unmemorable.

“Who are you?” she squeaked.

He casually tossed the box aside and raised the gun. “I’m your assassin.”

Had he actually said that? This couldn’t really be happening. It seemed too surreal. Too laughably Hollywoodesque.

He stood there, as deadly as a coiled rattlesnake, staring at her with absolutely no expression on his face, but his blue eyes… dear God… his calculating eyes were unforgiving.

Marlie’s heart pounded and her lungs felt white, squeezed of air, constricted by fear, dread, and oddly enough, curiosity. Her head throbbed and her ears rang with Madonna’s version of “American Pie,” telling her that this would be the day that she died. Great. She didn’t even care for Madonna. She was much more of a Sheryl Crow fan, but she didn’t think Sheryl had done any songs about dying.

“Shhh.” His voice was low and steady. “Don’t worry. It won’t hurt.”

Reality slapped her hard. This guy wasn’t bluffing. He was going to kill her. Game on.

Everything happened so rapidly.

In a rolling dive, Marlie hit the floor at the same time the gunman fired.

Keep moving, get behind something. It was Angelina’s voice, firm, commanding.

Marlie scrambled behind the coffee table. Rapid-fire bullets decimated it. Wood chips flew everywhere. Amazingly, she hadn’t been hit.

But you soon will be if you don’t do something. Move it!

That’s when Marlie’s gaze locked on the bowling ball. There was no time to think. One-handed, she stuck her fingers in the holes and raised the ball up to her head just in time to block the shot.

The bullet struck the bowling ball and ricocheted off.

The force of the impact vibrated all the way up Marlie’s arm and into her shoulder. For a moment she was dazed, unsure what had happened.

The gunman yelped, dropped his weapon, and clutched his hand. Apparently the stray bullet had struck him.

All rightee, if she couldn’t kick him in the balls, she’d hit him with one. Marlie leaped to her feet and slung it as if she were bowling a perfect game. The ball bounced once and caught him in the shins.

He went down hard, turning the air blue with a string of vile curses.

Blindly, she ran, bracing herself for the earth-splitting pain of a bullet slicing off the top of her head. She flew across the kitchen floor, threw herself out the back door. The brick patio was rough and cold beneath her stocking feet.

As she sprinted around the corner of the house, her shirt caught on the bare branch of a peach tree. Chilly January air bit into the skin of her armpit as the material ripped. Her breath came in raspy gasps and her heart hammered like a NASCAR piston. The fifteen extra pounds she was wagging around suddenly seemed like a hundred and fifteen.

She panted, her mouth dry. She ran full throttle, her lungs crying out in pain, and yet it was as if she were moving in slow motion, her feet mired in invisible syrup, her life flashing before her eyes.

Marlie, age three, the first Christmas she could remember, clutching the little red wagon that Santa had brought and crying because the handle had flown up, struck her in the nose, and broken it. Proving that you couldn’t even depend on old St. Nicholas to bring a safe toy.

Marlie, age eight, at her very first dance recital, tripping and falling on her chubby white tutu-clad butt in front of a tittering audience, thus figuring out early on that she simply wasn’t prima ballerina material.

Marlie, age eleven, dressed in black at her father’s funeral, clinging to her mother’s hand. Learning for the first time that the man who’d killed her daddy had been his best friend, teaching her you couldn’t trust anyone. Ever.

Marlie, age nineteen, tearing open the envelope containing a check from Underground Press for three hundred fifty dollars for her first Angelina Avenger comic book. She’d been so proud of herself, so happy.

It was all there in a microsecond; her memories tumbled in and then were gone quicker than the time it took her to blink. Any second her world would go black forever. Her life cut short at twenty-six.

And she’d never really lived.

Why had she been so scared to live?

She could hear the hit man thrashing around the peach tree behind her. She heard him grunt. Heard the deafening sound of her own blood whooshing in her ears.

Something hot and fast and quiet whizzed past her head.

Another bullet.

Yipes!

It ricocheted off the bricks on the house and a piece of mortar struck her cheek.

Get moving. Over the fence.

Marlie didn’t exactly know how, but she managed to scale the six-foot wooden privacy fence and fling herself into the yard next door without getting killed. Up and over. A mindless plunge. It was a tough scramble and wood splinters scraped her knees, but she negotiated it in one piece.

Dizzily, she stumbled, fell down in the straw-colored grass but quickly jumped up again. She risked a glance over her shoulder and saw that the hit man wasn’t climbing the fence after her.

He must be hurt.

A perverse sense of glee overtook her. Woo-hoo. She charged up the steps of her neighbor’s porch. Inside her head, Madonna had abandoned “American Pie” for “Die Another Day.”

She turned the door handle.

Locked.

No big bad tough macho man was at home to save her. Marlie cried out, but it was a small sound, soft and helpless.

Don’t admit defeat, Angelina growled. Not yet. No matter what, you have to get inside. Have to find a phone and call 9-1-1.

Stripping off her shirt, she bunched it around her fist and punched a hole through the paned glass of the upper part of the kitchen door. Heedless of the shards, she stuck her hand through the opening, twisted the lock, and pushed the door inward.

Marlie shoved her way over the threshold. Her feet, covered only by black-and-white toe socks, glided over the glass, miraculously unscathed. Her heart was a smashing weight inside her chest, shooting blood through her body with the force of a pulsating projectile.

At that very moment a disturbing notion occurred to her.

What if her neighbor and the UPS man were partners in crime? They’d both been at her front door just minutes apart.

Coincidence? Or design?

There you go with the conspiracy theories again.

“What the hell is going on here?”

Startled, Marlie raised her gaze and met the sharp-eyed stare of the muscular man standing in the kitchen entryway. Yep, this was her new neighbor, the one who’d been on her front porch just minutes earlier.

And he was wearing nothing except a scowl and a skimpy bath towel cinched around his gorgeous waist.

On what would have been her twenty-seventh wedding anniversary, Penelope Montague poured a glass of moderately priced merlot, collected the family photo albums and a box of tissues, and climbed into her lonely four-poster canopy bed for a prolonged sobfest.

She missed Daniel. As much now as the day she’d learned he’d been murdered. Maybe even more so.

Their love had been the real deal. Soul mates. Sweethearts. Truly each other’s better halves. There’d never been anyone else for either of them.

Fifteen years ago a phone call had shattered her world forever. If it hadn’t been for Marlie, Penelope knew she would not have survived. She hadn’t wanted to survive, but her daughter had been only eleven years old and there’d been no one else to look after her.

So Penelope had refused to give up. She’d put one foot in front of the other, gone to work in her job as head bank teller, cared for her daughter, done what had to be done, and miraculously enough, the time had passed.

And while her aching heart had never fully healed, the pain had become more bearable.

Except on days like today.

She settled back against the pillows, took a sip of wine, and opened the first album.

Their wedding.

Daniel’s smiling face hit Penelope like a fist to the gut. She would go to her grave missing that dashing grin. With a shaking hand, she traced an index finger over the couple in the photograph. They were so young, so far away. They looked so hopeful, so full of plans. It seemed now as if they’d hardly existed at all, those optimistic, idealistic youths.

She remembered the day Daniel had asked her to marry him. He’d taken her out on his sailboat at sunset—how that man had loved the sea. They’d rocked on the water, talking, drinking champagne, and eating plump, sweet strawberries, feeding each other. Speaking of their hopes and dreams for the future. Holding nothing back. The moon had only been a thin sliver of cheese in the inky black night. Shooting stars hurled across empty spaces, burning themselves up, just for the fun of putting on a show.

And when Daniel got down on one knee and asked her to be his wife, Penelope could have eaten the whole sky. She felt that damned happy.

She flipped the pages.

More smiles. More laughter.

Their honeymoon on Maui. Their first home in Navy housing. The day, just a month later, when they found out she was pregnant with Marlie. A picture of the three dozen roses they could ill afford that Daniel had bought in celebration.

She gulped back a mouthful of merlot. Inside her head, inside her heart, Penelope horded a storehouse of memories, a cache of bright, good times.

Daniel holding her hand while they strolled through the park. Daniel gazing in awe at their newborn daughter, cradling her tiny body snug in his big burly arms. Daniel cooking her breakfast in bed on that first Mother’s Day and burning the eggs, and then taking her to brunch at the fanciest restaurant in town. Daniel, looking so handsome in his Navy uniform, his white shirt starched, his shoes polished until they gleamed.

But there had been other memories as well.

Dark, moody memories. The secrets Daniel’s job forced him to keep. The months he was away on missions, leaving Penelope alone with Marlie.

Ah, dear sweet Marlie, who was just a little bit strange. The girl lived too much inside her head. She had always been an introvert, preferring to make up imaginary friends rather than playing with real kids. She and Daniel had wanted other children. Penelope knew that having a brother or sister would cure Marlie’s flights of fantasy, but they’d tried and failed to get pregnant a second time.

Then Daniel had been killed.

His death had affected their daughter in irrevocable ways, and Penelope despaired that Marlie would ever stop being at odds with the world around her. She was afraid to trust people she hadn’t known for a very long time, and even then, her allegiance was hard-won.

And yet Marlie always seemed to be searching for a hero. Someone that she could look up to. Someone she could believe in. Penelope watched her daughter’s beliefs play out in comic books she created. The lone, strong woman fighting against the masculine tenets of power and authority. She wanted to be like Angelina Avenger, but she was too scared to trust herself, too blinded to her own inner strength. She couldn’t seem to see that if she would just dare to look inward instead of outside herself for validation, she would find the hero that she was searching for right there in her own mirror.

And if Marlie didn’t learn to trust others, she was never going to find the unity that only love could bring. And how could she love if she couldn’t trust?

Penelope knew she nagged Marlie too much about finding a man. Of course, she didn’t want her to have just any man. What she wanted for her daughter was the grand, sweeping passion that she’d had with Daniel.

A violent, headlong rush of emotions stormed her, stomped her heart. Guilt and grief, pity for herself, for the happiness that had slipped through her fingers. Anger, betrayal, hurt, loss.

Throbbing, aching, burning, raw loss.

It was too much to bear.

Penelope broke down. Crushed underneath the racking sorrow, she drew her knees to her chest. Wave after wave besieged her until she was left limp and shaking. Finally, when she could cry no more, Penelope wiped her eyes, polished off the wine, and poured herself a second glass. From the middle drawer of her bedside table she took out a bottle of sleeping pills.

How many times in the past fifteen years had she seriously considered taking her own life?

A dozen? Two dozen? Only her love for her daughter had kept her from swallowing those pills.

But Marlie was grown now and no longer needed her as much as she once had, and Penelope missed Daniel so desperately. How easy it would be to slip into a deep, dreamless sleep and embrace death.

What bliss.

Silence.

She opened the bottle and poured the fifty white oblong pills into the palm of her hand. They were so small it would only take a couple of mouthfuls to get them all down. Hand trembling, she brought the tablets to her mouth.

The telephone rang.

Penelope closed her eyes. Swallow the pills, ignore the telephone. Do it. End your misery. Go be with Daniel at last.

But what if it was Marlie on the other end of the line?

The phone rang again.

Penelope couldn’t do it. Reluctantly, she put the pills back in the bottle and reached for the telephone.

“Hello?”

At first she heard nothing except an odd crackling as if there was disturbance on the line.

Or as if it was bugged. Her daughter wasn’t the only one with a suspicious mind.

“Who’s there?” Penelope demanded.

More crackling.

Static. Like a ship-to-shore call. Daniel had made enough of them for Penelope to recognize the sound. She pressed the flat of her hand against her heart and held her breath.

The crackling continued and sudden fear swept through her. She started to hang up when she heard someone inhale sharply.

“Yes? Hello? Who is this?”

And then the caller said the word that no one had spoken to her in fifteen years. A word resonant with double meaning. The sound of it dropped Penelope to her knees.

“Rendezvous.”

Their eyes met over the smashed glass of the broken pane from his back-door window.

Time stopped.

They were locked, frozen in the moment. Her startled. Him stunned.

It was like they recognized each other in a significant but inexplicable way. In that suspended second, their eyes spoke, saying what a man and a woman don’t say until they’ve known each other for years… things a man and a woman might never tell each other, not even in the bliss of their marriage bed after decades together.

It was as if they’d known each other beyond forever, beyond time.

Hogwash.

What in the hell was wrong with him?

Joel had been caught with his pants down. That’s what had happened, and he was furious with himself. He’d had one job. Keep a close eye on Marlie Montague. And he’d fucked up.

Major.

For a fraction of a second, Marlie stared at him as if he’d just saved her life. Her eyes overflowed with gratitude and relief that barely hid a lurking dread. The pallor of her cheeks, her rapid shallow breathing, and her quivering bottom lip told him something terrible had just happened.

But what?

“I… I…,” she stammered and swayed.

And that’s when Joel noticed the blood and realized her knees were about to crumple.

She was in shock.

He moved toward her, barely recognizing that the knot at his towel could come unraveled at any minute, and he caught her just before she plowed face-first into the broken glass.

His lingering high school football locker-room fear of athlete’s foot had instilled in him the habit of wearing rubber flip-flops whenever he got out of the shower. Otherwise, his feet would have been shredded. He scooped her into his arms, carried her into the living room, and laid her on the davenport. She looked up at him, wide-eyed and terrified.

“Stay put,” he commanded. Storming into the bathroom, he retrieved his first-aid kit.

Joel felt slightly off balance, as if his brain were a little sticky, but he couldn’t say why. He’d been trained to rapidly adapt to changing circumstances and not only survive, but thrive. Was he losing his touch already? Only eighteen months after leaving the SEALs? He didn’t like thinking that might be the case.

He returned to the living room to find Marlie staring blankly off into space. She was definitely in shock. He knelt on the floor next to the davenport, opened his first-aid kit, and then gently reached for her injured hand. Her skin felt cold beneath his fingers. She sucked in her breath.

“I’m sorry to hurt you,” he said, “but this needs attention.”

“I know,” she mumbled.

She’d sliced a two-inch-long gap from the fleshy part of the pad underneath her thumb to the top of the wrist, very narrowly missing the artery. A fraction of a millimeter in the wrong direction and the wound could have been life-threatening.

Joel felt something fierce build inside him. He recognized his internal drive to protect a woman in need. He didn’t like feeling this way, but there it was.

Whenever a vulnerable woman’s face beseeched, “Can I get a hero?” Joel could never refuse the call.

Tightening his jaw, he relied on his basic first-aid training and tried not to notice that her T-shirt was wrapped around her arm and not her lush body. But while his fingers applied pressure to the wound, he couldn’t help casting a quick glance at her chest.

Wow.

Ashamed of himself, he snapped his gaze back to her face.

She was much prettier than he’d initially thought. From a distance and on the surveillance camera all he’d seen of her were those oversized black-framed glasses and baggy clothes. But up close and personal, Joel could see beneath the surface facade.

Her cherubic cheeks gave her the appearance of a friendly angel, the kind on Christmas plates that old ladies collected. Her skin was flawless, her hair a silky dark brown mass, and her eyelashes long and thick. Her lips were small, but shaped in a perfect bow.

Only her nose seemed out of place.

It crooked at the bridge as if she might have broken it once upon a time. Yet it was that crooked little honker that lent an air of unexpected pride and dignity to her face.

Their gazes met again. He spotted a mixture of emotions behind her glasses. Confusion, worry, fear, and something else.

Awe? Curiosity?

No, that wasn’t quite it. Rather, it was more like she’d looked into his eyes and knew him instantly both inside and out.

Weird. Joel shook off the unsettling thoughts. Suddenly he felt winded, exposed, his nerve endings raw. Yep, he’d been caught with his pants down all right, and there was nothing to be done about it. Except ignore the feeling and find out why the woman who wouldn’t let him into her house minutes before had just come crashing through his back door.


CHAPTER THREE

Admiral Augustus Hunter had gotten everything he’d ever wanted. An oversized office at the Pentagon. Fancy house in Maryland. Two top-of-the-line Mercedes Benzes. A pretty young trophy wife sporting bought-and-paid-for tits twice the size of her waist. And a second chance to be a better father to his three-year-old daughter Amy than he had been with his son Joel. Although at Gus’s age, taking into account his heart condition, it was unlikely he would live to dance at Amy’s wedding.

Gus had come up the ranks the easy way, covering his bosses’ asses, keeping secrets, playing politics. He’d just finished a three-hour lunch that included Russian caviar at a five-star restaurant with two of the most powerful men in Washington. He retrieved his tailor-made overcoat from the cloak-check girl, flipped up the collar, and shrugged into it as he stepped through the revolving door.

“Silver SL500,” he said, palming his claim ticket and a twenty-dollar bill to the valet who greeted him on the sidewalk. “Careful with her.”

Beaming, the valet bustled away.

Gus stuck his hand in his pocket in search of a cigar and found instead a rolled-up magazine. Aw, hell. Nobody could get anything right these days. He went back inside, the magazine still clutched in his hand.

“You gave me the wrong coat,” he said to the cloakroom girl, who had a blowsy Monica Lewinsky look.

“No, I didn’t,” she denied.

“Yes, you did,” he argued. “I found this in the pocket.” He shook the magazine at her. “It isn’t mine.”

“One,” the girl said, raising a finger to tick off her points. “Yours was the only navy blue coat I’ve had in the cloakroom all day, so no mix-up there.”

Gus stared at her hands. At first he thought she must have shut all her fingers in a car door, but then he realized she wore black nail polish, her petulant Goth attitude barely covered by her crisp maroon-and-white work uniform. Young women hadn’t been so sassy in his day. He hoped Amy would have more respect for her elders when she was twenty.

“And two,” she continued. “The comic book was in your pocket when you gave your coat to me. I know because as I was hanging it up, the comic fell out, and I remember thinking how weird it was that an old Republican geezer would be reading Angelina Avenger.”

Gus ignored the old-geezer part and unfurled the magazine. It was indeed an Angelina Avenger comic book.

He frowned. There was a paper clip marking a particular page. He flipped it open and read the cartoon frame. And then his greatest fear was upon him.

For fifteen years he’d been looking over his shoulder, waiting for disaster to strike, and now it was happening. The sins that he’d thought he had buried deeply enough that no one would ever find them had risen from the grave.

And his only son was caught in the cross fire.

The sins of the father.

Gus gritted his teeth and stared at the comic book again. It was put out by some cheesy underground press and written and illustrated by Daniel’s daughter, Marlie Montague.

The young woman had no idea what she’d wrought.

His pulse beat erratically. Son of a bitch, he’d forgotten to take his Inderal that morning.

Unwittingly, Joel had been dropped into the middle of a complex cover-up fifteen years in the making, and he would have no inkling what he was up against.

Agitated, Gus spun away from the cloak-check girl and hurried back outside to find his Mercedes waiting at the curb. He climbed in but did not put the car in gear. Instead, he whipped out his cell phone and called his assistant on his private cell number rather than the office extension. Gus knew well enough the CIA bugged the Pentagon land lines, and he rarely used his office phone for anything more than phoning home. He also changed his cell phone number often and made sure his assistant did the same. Call him paranoid, but he had too much insider knowledge not to be ultracautious when discussing sensitive matters.

Petty Officer Third Class Abel Johnson answered on the second ring. “Yes, sir?”

“You picked up my coat at the cleaners yesterday.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Did you notice if there was anything in the pocket?”

“No, sir. I did put your cigars and lighter in the right-side pocket as usual after I brought it into the office.”

“And you didn’t see anything else in the pocket?”

“No, sir.”

Gus cursed and flung the comic into the backseat. Who and where had the damn thing come from?

“Are you all right, Admiral?”

“Fine.” He was anything but fine. He felt desperate and unwell. Someone knew his secret, and they had sent him the comic to let him know that they knew.

“Is your heart acting up?”

“I said I’m fine, dammit.” Gus had made some bad choices in his life, and they were coming back to haunt him. The Navy had cost him not only his best friend, but his first marriage and his relationship with his son.

And it wasn’t over yet.

Mentally, Gus closed down his emotions. His ex-wife, Deirdre, claimed he was a master at shutting off his feelings, and she was right. The ability to do just that had made him the consummate commander. In his job, with the secrets he kept, he had no option. Feelings were for females and fools.

Luckily, Amber didn’t care if he expressed his feelings or not, just as long as he kept her in designer clothes and Amy in a chichi private preschool. But the grinding in his gut was caused by much more than just strong coffee and rich food. Gus Hunter was afraid.

Very afraid.

He couldn’t undo the past, but he could definitely change the future. He had to warn Penelope Montague.

They hadn’t spoken since Daniel’s funeral when she’d spit in his face and called him a heartless murdering bastard. He’d never blamed her. He understood how she felt. Things couldn’t have played out any other way. He just prayed she would listen to him now.

“I have to leave D.C.,” Gus said to Abel. “Right away.”

“How long will you be gone?”

“I don’t know.”

“What about your afternoon appointments?”

“Reschedule them.”

“Until when?”

“Until I tell you otherwise.” Gus switched off his cell and drove to the nearest pay phone. He called information for Penelope’s number. Her phone rang. Once, twice, three times.

Finally, her voice mail answered. Gus hung up when it occurred to him that her phone might be bugged as well. Dammit. His pulse beat a couplet. Where had he put that Inderal?

He searched in his glove compartment, found the bottle of heart medication, and dry-swallowed a tablet. Penelope was in Corpus Christi, Texas, and he had to get to her before the wrong people did. He had to find her.

Today.

He would take the next flight to Corpus. He’d tell Amber he was going out of town on business. She never questioned him. In fact, he’d tell her to take Amy and visit her mother in upstate New York for a few days. Get them out of the vicinity. Just in case there was any collateral damage.

Because Penelope’s very life depended on him. As did the lives of his son and her daughter.

And, quite possibly, the fate of the free world.

Momentarily, Marlie forgot all about what had brought her to this man’s house.

Assassin? What assassin?

Who could even think rationally with such a big, strapping, handsome man nestled so close?

The flat of his masculine thumb was pressed against the cut at her wrist. Her heart thumped and her stomach flip-flopped, heat pulsating beneath her flesh. Oddly enough, his presence made her feel secure in a way she hadn’t felt since her father had died.

Watch out.

She knew better than to blindly trust anyone. She didn’t even trust her own ability to tell if a man was a good guy or not. It was always safer to assume the worst. That way you were never surprised or disappointed by anything or anyone.

His head was down, his attention focused on tending her cut. His lean jaw was clean-shaven now, and there was a small dot of blood on his upper lip where he’d nicked himself shaving.

Beads of water from his interrupted shower clung to his earlobes like dewdrops. His broad shoulders were tensed, his mouth sensual, and his breath tickled deliciously warm against her heated skin. Her gaze fixed on his long, strong fingers, the heavy tendons, the etching of thick blue veins.

Pulling her gaze from his hands, she peeked at his face.

The minute beginnings of smile lines feathered lightly out from his eyes, giving him character. He probably wasn’t much more than thirty, although the severe haircut made him seem older. His lips were softly curved, full but not girlie voluptuous.

Naughtily, she lowered her lashes and allowed her gaze to rove downward past the uncompromising lines of his chin to the taut column of his throat to his angular collarbone and beyond.

She caught her breath.

He plucked a pressure bandage from the first-aid kit and applied it to her wrist. He looked up and caught her staring.

It was only then that Marlie realized her bloody T-shirt was still bunched around her wrist and she was naked from the waist up except for her white cotton bra, her plumpness exposed for this stranger to see.

Her cheeks blazed hot.

She felt vulnerable and nervous and incompetent. The exact opposite of tough, cool, accomplished Angelina Avenger. She wished she could stop feeling so faint of heart and be more like her cartoon heroine.

Marlie’s saving grace was that he looked as disconcerted as she felt. She covered her chest as best she could with her hands as he leaped to his feet. She cut them both some slack and squeezed her eyes tightly closed. She heard him pad away into another room and return a moment later.

He cleared his throat.

Tentatively, she opened one eye to find him wearing snug-fitting blue jeans, a colorful Magnum, P.I., Hawaiian-print shirt, and a pair of old running shoes without socks. Over his arm he carried a man’s long-sleeved white dress shirt.
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