
  
    [image: The Joan Wilder Effect]
  



    
        
          The Joan Wilder Effect

        

        
        
          Road Trip Rendezvous, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Lori Wilde

        

        
          Published by Lori Wilde, 2024.

        

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Lori Wilde

	    

      
	    
          
	      Christmas Card Cowboys

          
        
          
	          Christmas Cookie Cowboy (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Reindeer Wrangler (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Holiday Horseman (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Jingle Bell Buckaroo (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Cowboy Confidential

          
        
          
	          Cowboy Cop

          
        
          
	          Cowboy Protector

          
        
          
	          Cowboy Bounty Hunter

          
        
          
	          Cowboy Bodyguard

          
        
          
	          Cowboy Outlaw

          
        
          
	          Cowboy Confidential Five Book Collection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Cowboy Country

          
        
          
	          Montana Blaze

          
        
          
	          Arizona Heat

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Cowboy Rendezvous

          
        
          
	          Tomaz

          
        
          
	          Jake

          
        
          
	          Cody

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Heartthrob Hospital

          
        
          
	          The Thunderbolt

          
        
          
	          The Jinx

          
        
          
	          The Hotshot

          
        
          
	          Heartthrob Hospital Three Book Collection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kringle, Texas

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Gift

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Collection

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Wish

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Collection

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Surprise

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Joy

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Reunion

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Kiss

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Dance

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Romance

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Night (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      One Scorching Summer

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Mr. Temptation

          
        
          
	          Mr. Intoxicating

          
        
          
	          Mr. Undeniable

          
        
          
	          Mr. Scandalous

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Road Trip Rendezvous

          
        
          
	          The Joan Wilder Effect

          
        
          
	          The Las Vegas Effect

          
        
          
	          The Thomas Crown Effect

          
        
          
	          The Mummy Effect

          
        
          
	          Road Trip Rendezvous 4 Book Collection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Texas Rascals

          
        
          
	          Keegan

          
        
          
	          Texas Rascals Three Book Collection

          
        
          
	          Matt

          
        
          
	          Texas Rascals Three Book Collection

          
        
          
	          Nick

          
        
          
	          Kurt

          
        
          
	          Tucker

          
        
          
	          Kael

          
        
          
	          Truman

          
        
          
	          Brodie

          
        
          
	          Dan

          
        
          
	          Rex

          
        
          
	          Clay

          
        
          
	          Jonah

          
        
          
	          Texas Rascals Three Book Collection. Volume Four: Rex, Clay, Jonah

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Texas Rowdy

          
        
          
	          Houston

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Cowboys of Calamity, Texas

          
        
          
	          Noah

          
        
          
	          Ben

          
        
          
	          Will

          
        
          
	          The Cowboys of Calamity, Texas Three Book Collection

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Lori Wilde’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


  
    
      THE JOAN WILDER EFFECT

      
        ROAD TRIP RENDEZVOUS

        BOOK 1

      

    

    
      
        LORI WILDE

      

    

    
      EPIPHANY ORCHARDS PRESS LLC

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Logo]
        

      

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

      Engrossed in the comic book she was illustrating, the sound didn’t click in her brain. She sat tailor­-style at her white drawing board, black charcoal pencil in hand, surrounded by a bank of computers, all expensive tech.

      Beneath Marlie’s deft hand, Angelina Avenger’s eyes blazed, her guns drawn as she confronted a top-ranking CIA agent about his part in a global oil conspiracy.

      She hollowed Angelina’s cheek­bones, honing her haunting beauty and inner toughness. Next, the eraser arched her heroine’s auburn eyebrows. Her character might be the most kick-butt crime fighter in the comics, but she never neglected her grooming.

      Quite unlike Marlie.

      For herself, she identified more with Joan Wilder from Romancing the Stone—a wimpy author who was nothing like her daring creation.

      She glanced down at the rumpled black tracksuit she’d never once run in and shook her head.

      Two o’clock in the afternoon.

      On a tight deadline, she toiled for two days without a shower and had eaten nothing today besides her morning bowl of Froot Loops. When she hyper-focused, reality fell away.

      Mission: Impossible played again. Irritated, she groaned and pushed back from her desk.

      Perhaps UPS brought a box of free author copies of her twenty-eighth comic book, CIA Zombie Recruits. The upcoming March issue in which Angelina uncovers a secret government plot using social media and deep fakes to brainwash the masses.

      At the front door, she rose on tiptoe to peer through the peephole. Being five-two presented a few challenges. Little wonder she’d created a six-foot Warrior Woman as her heroine. Wish fulfillment.

      She squinted at the strange man standing on her porch, and the hairs on her forearm lifted.

      He stood with his back to the door, gazing at the modest homes comprising her cozy corner of Oleander Circle, just a mile from the Gulf of Mexico.

      Marlie pushed up her glasses and ogled.

      He wore a sweat-stained navy blue T-shirt and gray cotton workout pants. Despite their bagginess, the sweats did not camouflage his firm, muscular butt.

      Oh. My.

      He held a Pyrex measuring cup in one hand. Had her new neighbor come to borrow a cup of sugar?

      More likely egg whites. She’d bet her Rembrandt pastels that this guy never put a bite of the sweet stuff in his mouth.

      Two weeks earlier, he moved in next door. She spied on him as he lifted boxes with bulging biceps. Stripping off his shirt when he got overheated, he dazzled Marlie with a  view of righteous abs. He wore his hair cropped close. Not quite a buzz cut, but almost. She recognized the style.

      Was he military? She hoped not. She didn’t trust military personnel.

      Don’t sweat it, babe, Angelina said in Marlie’s head. He’s much more my type. You should’ve hooked up with your pal Cosmo when you had a chance.

      Except Marlie and Cosmo were just friends. At least they had been until he sold out his scruples and left Corpus Christi. Going to work as a civilian computer cryptologist for the Office of Navy Intelligence in Suitland, Maryland.

      She still missed her buddy. The only other people in her life beyond the neighbors, her bowling league, and her Mom were her online gaming pals. Charlee Champagne worked as a PI in Vegas and helped Marlie with her research, while twin sisters Maddie and Cassie Cooper beta-read the comics for her. Right now, she wished they were all here.

      The riveting man on her doorstep pivoted, giving her a breathtaking view of his handsome profile. A sexy five o’clock shadow and eyes the intriguing blue-gray of the Gulf of Mexico in turbulent weather and as dangerous as a downed power line.

      Mesmerized, her fingers tingled to draw his face and capture his effigy in charcoal. Her brain cast him in geometry. A circle for his head, an inverted triangle for his torso, a right-side-up one for his lower body, and rectangles for his legs.

      He rapped the door. Sharp. Hard. Insistent.

      Marlie gasped, jumped back, and almost fell over her black-lacquered coffee table.

      He was persistent. Twinkie points for stubbornness.

      But what if she was wrong?

      What if this guy wasn’t her next-door neighbor? She was so busy staring at the dude’s body on move-in day that she ignored his face.

      Her comic books drew con­troversy. Last week, she got a death threat mixed in with her fan mail.

      Not the first either.

      She received ten letters in total, and she notified the police with the initial one, but they blew her off. After that, she didn’t bother. In the best of times, Marlie avoided authority figures whenever possible. Seven years of researching, writing, and illustrating her conspiracy theory comic books fueled her suspicion.

      Plus, her father, a whistleblower, died under mysterious circumstances while in protective custody, and the Navy accused Dad of espionage.

      You’re paranoid. Open the door.

      “Easy for you. You’re a fearless crime fighter.”

      You’re just too chicken to talk to him.

      Guilty.

      With a deadline looming, she longed to slink back to her office and pretend Mission: Impos­sible never played.

      That’s right. Blame it on work.

      “I’m not sticking my head in the sand.” Bad habit, talking to the figment of her imagination. A major drawback to living alone and working from home.

      Prove it.

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

      Jumping to conclusions is your middle name.

      “Check him out. His posture is so perfect it’s as if someone nailed a two-by-four to his spine.”

      Do you think the dude has a weapon stashed down the front of his sweatpants? Then again, maybe he does. Angelina started humming, “Happiness Is a Warm Gun.”

      “I can’t open the door looking like this.” Marlie’s unkempt hair flopped in her eyes. She wore no makeup, and a coffee stain marred her white sweatshirt at an embarrassing spot.

      Excuses, excuses.

      “Hello? Anybody home?” The hypnotic voice, all sinful and chocolate, lured her.

      Double dare you to introduce yourself.

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

      Hurry before he leaves.

      Marlie couldn’t say what motivated her, but an odd compulsion welled up from deep inside, daring her to fling open the door. She valued information over safety when push came to shove because enough knowledge could ensure safety.

      He’s gonna leave.

      Stripping off her coffee-stained shirt, she dashed into her bedroom. She pushed back the black-beaded curtain she used in place of a closet door and dislodged her bowl­ing ball. It escaped, bumping away across the hardwood floor.

      She ignored the fugitive, snatched a clean white sweatshirt from a hanger, and hurried into the bathroom.

      The doorbell again.

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

      “Hush,” she mumbled to Angelina, then raised her voice. “Coming!”

      She gargled with Lysterine while­ releasing the elastic band, keeping her unruly brown hair pulled back. She ran her fingers through the curly tan­gles, dabbed on a subtle pink lipstick, and stared at herself. Semi-presentable.

      She turned and rushed down the hall, so focused on her goal she forgot about the bowling ball. Her ankle clipped it, and the ball rolled between her legs.

      Marlie tumbled, sprawling facedown on the floor, and found herself peering underneath the sofa. Ouch. That was gonna leave a mark.

      Wow, Angelina said, check out those dust bunnies.

      The doorbell rang again.

      Hustle, this mission will self-destruct in seven seconds.

      “Hang on!”

      Dragging herself to her feet, she hobbled to the door and threw it open, but her sexy neighbor had vanished.

      In his place stood the UPS man.

      “Where’d he go?” She cocked her head and craned her neck, but all she glimpsed was the boxy brown truck parked at the curb.

      “Who?” asked UPS.

      “The other dude.”

      “Huh?”

      Marlie expelled a sigh. Between the gargle and the bowling ball mishap, her neighbor must have gone home, and in the meantime, the delivery man arrived on the porch.

      Oh, well, all for the best. At least Angelina couldn’t accuse her of not trying. She blew out her breath, disappointed. Shaking her head, she reached out to take the box…

      But behind the parcel, the UPS man clutched a SIG SAUER P226 just like Dad’s.

      With a silencer attached.
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        * * *

      

      Naval Criminal Investigative Service Special Agent Joel Hunter strode into the furnished house NCSI rented for him.

      So much for his brilliant may-I-borrow-a­ cup-of-laundry soap ploy.

      Marlie Montague might refuse to open her door to a stranger. But her Toyota Prius sat in the driveway before her white craftsman-style house with black trim. Plus, he checked the surveil­lance camera that Covert Ops had installed in her home two weeks ago. She sat holed up in her office, working on her comic book.

      Joel grabbed the measuring utensil from the kitchen and trotted over to carry out his new orders.

      His initial assignment? Keep an eye on her, but don’t engage. This morning, he got a call from Camp Pendle­ton with fresh instructions—befriend the suspect and gain her trust, but under no circumstance reveal his true identity.

      But of course. Hard to vibe with the daughter of the man your father killed.

      He wanted off this detail. The sooner, the better. He turned on his cell and gave the voice-activated command to connect to his boss.

      “Hunter,” Captain Dobbs said in his trademark bark. “You made contact yet?”

      “Sir.” He stalked into the kitchen and set the Pyrex container on the counter. “May I speak freely?”

      “No.”

      Joel spoke his mind anyway. “I’m not the right agent for this job.”

      “So you haven’t talked to her?”

      “I have not.”

      “Why? Your charm slipping?”

      “My appeal isn’t the issue.” Joel headed for the bathroom, swapping his phone from one hand to the other as he wrestled off his sweaty T-shirt. “This is a colossal waste of time.”

      “How so?”

      “The woman is no more subversive than Little Orphan Annie. She stays to herself, gets few visitors, and doesn’t go anywhere except to run errands and her bowling league on Wednesday nights. She’s downright mousy, and I’ve seen no signs of seditious activities.”

      “You’re bored.”

      “I’m wasting my time and talent. If I have to stay, give me a little more to go on.” Joel tossed his clothes in the laundry hamper and toed off his sneakers. “What is Marlie Montague suspected of? Why is she under scrutiny?”

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

      “So, reassign me and hire an agent who does.”

      “You’re it, Special Agent.”

      “Come on, boss, cut me some slack.”

      “It’s not up to me. Someone in the upper echelon requested you for the assignment.”

      But why him? A suspicion drifted across his mind. “Admiral Delaney?”

      “I’m not at liberty to say.” Dobbs let out a grunt.

      “Why not?”

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

      “Do I have to?” He gritted his teeth.

      “Do as you’re told or hand in your resignation. Take your pick.” Dobbs ended the call.

      Letting out a curse, he kicked his sneakers across the bathroom floor. Admiral Chet Delaney lurked behind this, no doubt. Joel’s ex-wife was returning to Washington, and she’d called him last week, hinting at getting back together.

      Had her father found out?

      He would rather set his hair on fire than reunite with his ex. He didn’t appreciate Chet’s running interference for his daughter by shipping Joel out of D.C. on some trumped-up excuse. He hated being stuck like a stringed marionette to his former father-in-law’s puppet master persona.

      After a disastrous mishap in the Middle East involving Treeni, the SEALs discharged Joel under general conditions, Chet pulled strings and landed him the job at NCIS—a bribe, of course, to keep him from telling the truth about the whole terrible mess.

      Earlier this year, Delaney stepped down as director of ONI to declare his candidacy for President of the United States. Most considered Delaney his party’s front-runner to secure the nomination in the upcoming primary. However, his war-mongering earned him as many detractors as supporters. At this point, Chet’s primary concern was keeping his skeletons locked up tight.

      And Joel held the keys to the closet.

      Treeni’s father needn’t worry. Joel sealed his lips long ago. Thinking about the past hurts too much, never mind speaking his truth. He took the blame for what Treeni had done and accepted the consequences, but losing his place in the brotherhood of SEALs sliced a chunk from his soul.

      He twisted the shower faucet to cold, climbed inside the tub, and yanked closed the curtain.

      Joel didn’t understand why the Navy wanted Marlie under surveillance. The top-secret instructions didn’t jibe with what he knew of her. Montague looked like somebody’s doe-eyed kid sister. The wholesome, pony-tailed girl-next­ door.

      A dissident innocent? Did such a thing exist?

      He lathered his hair, musing. That’s where he kept getting hung up. The woman wrote and illustrated comic books. How did she present a national security threat?

      It made no sense.

      He blew out his breath. Like it or not, circumstances hamstrung him. The SEALs had expelled him over one woman. He wouldn’t lose this job over another.

      For whatever reason, his orders were to form a relationship with Marlie Montague, which he would do.

      But Joel sure as hell didn’t have to be happy about it.
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      What a day to get blown away!

      Marlie needed a shower; her bush was six months past its last waxing and worst of all, she hadn’t had sex in two years.

      She was going to die stinky, hairy, and loveless in a house she leased from her mother.

      “Step back.” The gunman advanced, kicking the door closed behind him.

      Weirdly, she’d been waiting for this her entire life. Deep down, she always suspected she’d end in disaster.

      At once calm and panicked, she gulped. Terri­fied, yes, but as a worst-case-scenario gal from was back, she’d over-rehearsed how to react in such a situation.

      Yeah, well, best-laid plans.

      She imagined she’d smack a male attacker in the groin and run like hell, but this guy wasn’t within gonad-kicking distance.

      He was a bland, nondescript fellow. Young but with blond hair already thinning at the temples, ordinary features, medium build, steady hands.

      A perfect killer. Calm, cool, and unmemorable.

      Except for his ice-blue eyes... dear God ... his calculating eyes were unforgiving, judging, condemning. No hint of mercy, only grim determination to carry out his unholy mission.

      “Who are you?” She sounded like a squeak toy, wheezy and high-pitched.

      He tossed the decoy box aside, raised the gun, and pointed it at her head. Cracked a smile. “I am your assassin.”

      Huh? This couldn’t be hap­pening. Too laughable. Too Hollywood­.

      He hissed, threatening as a coiled rattlesnake, and star­ed at her coldly.

      Marlie’s heart pounded, and her lungs wrung of air, constricted by fear, dread, and wild curiosity, burned hot.

      “Shhh,” he cooed. “Don’t worry. It’ll be painless.”

      Reality slapped her. This guy wasn’t bluffing. Game on.

      Everything happened in the space of an indrawn breath. Marlie hit the floor with a rolling dive just as the gunman fired.

      Keep moving. Angelina’s voice inside her head was firm and commanding, telling her how to survive.

      She scrambled behind the coffee table. Rapid-fire bullets decimated it. Wood chips flew everywhere. Holy shit.

      Act! Go!

      Marlie’s gaze fell on the bowling ball. No time to think. One-handed, she stuck her fingers in the holes and raised the ball to her face just in the nick of time to block his shot.

      The bullet hit the ball and ricocheted off.

      The impact reverberated through her arm and into her shoulder, neck, and jaw. Rattled her teeth. For a moment, she was dazed, unsure what happened.

      The gunman yelped. He dropped his weapon and clutched his hand. The stray projectile had found him.

      Marlie leaped to her feet and slung the ball as if bowling a perfect game. It bounced once and hit his knee.

      He went down hard, turning the air blue with curses.

      She ran, bracing herself for the earth-splitting pain of a bullet slicing off her head. She flew across the kitchen floor and threw her body out the back door.

      The brick patio was rough and cold beneath her socks, shoving a gasp from her throat.

      Lickety-split, she sprinted around the corner of the house, but her fresh, clean sweatshirt snagged on a lemon tree branch, hauling her backward.

      Run!

      She surged forward. The material ripped. A chilly February breeze bit into her bared armpit. Her gasping breath and her hammering heart churned like NASCAR pistons.

      Despite her out-of-shape physique, she ran full throttle, lungs screaming in pain, and yet it felt as if she moved in slow motion, her feet mired in invisible syrup as her life flashed before her eyes.

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

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

      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.

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

      Her memories tum­bled in a microsecond and were gone quicker than it took her to swallow. Any second, her world would go black for­ever, her life cut short at twenty-six.

      And she’d never even really lived.

      Why had she been so scared of life?

      The hitman thrashed around the lemon tree behind her. He grunted. Something hot and fast whizzed past her head.

      Another bullet.

      Yipes!

      It bounced off the house bricks, and a piece of mortar struck her cheek.

      Move. Get over the fence.

      Somehow, she scaled the eight-foot wooden privacy fence and tumbled into the yard next door without getting killed.

      Up and over. A mindless plunge. Mad scramble. Splinters poked in her knees, but she made it. Dizzy, Marlie stumbled, fell in the straw-colored grass, but jumped up again. She risked a glance over her shoulder.

      The hit man wasn’t climb­ing after her. He must be hurt.

      Or lying in ambush.

      She charged up her neighbor’s porch steps, grabbed the doorknob, and turned the handle. 

      Locked.

      She pounded on the door. No answer. No hulking macho man home to save her.

      Marlie cried out, but it was a slight sound, soft and helpless. She couldn’t call 911. She’d left her cell phone on her desk.

      Never admit defeat. Find a way inside.

      Stripping off her tattered sweatshirt, she bunched it around her fist and punched a hole through the pane. Heedless of the shards, she stuck her hand through the opening, twisted the lock, and shoved the door inward.

      She shuffled over the threshold, her black-and-white toe socks glided over the scattered glass, miraculously unscathed.

      A horrifying thought shot through her head. What if her neighbor and UPS man were cohorts?

      Both had been at her front door minutes apart.

      Coincidence? Or design?

      “What the hell?” A deep male voice growled.

      Startled, Marlie raised her gaze and met the sharp­-eyed stare of the large, muscular man in the kitchen entryway.

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

      Wow!
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        * * *

      

      On what should have been her twenty-seventh wedding anniversary, Penelope Montague poured a glass of cheap 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 ever. Perhaps more so.

      Their love had been solid and true. Soul mates. Sweet­hearts. Each other’s better halves. Never anyone else for either of them.

      Fifteen years ago, a phone call shattered her world forever, and she’d wanted to die, but Marlie had needed her. So Penelope endured. While her aching heart never healed, the pain had become bearable.

      Except on days like today.

      She settled against the pillows, sipped her wine, and opened the first album.

      Their wedding. Daniel’s smiling face hit Penelope like a fist to the gut. She would shuffle to her grave, missing his dashing grin.

      Her hand shook as she traced her finger over the couple in the photograph. 

      So young. So long ago and far away. They smiled, hopeful and full of plans, those optimistic, idealistic youths.

      She remembered the day Daniel asked her to marry him.

      He took her out on his sailboat at sunset—how he loved the sea—and they 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 was only a thin sliver of cheese in the inky black night. Shooting stars hurled across empty spaces, burning themselves up, putting on a show.

      And when he proposed, Penelope was so happy she’d wanted to eat the entire sky.

      She flipped the pages.

      More smiles. More laughter. Their honeymoon on Maui. And their first home in Navy housing. The day, a month later, when they found out she was pregnant. A picture of the three dozen roses Daniel bought in celebration.

      She gulped back a mouthful of merlot. Inside her head and heart, she hoarded a storehouse of memo­ries, a cache of bright, happy times.

      Daniel held her hand while they strolled through the park. Gazing in awe at their newborn daughter, cradling her tiny body snugly in his burly arms. Her husband cooked her breakfast in bed on her first Mother’s Day, burning the eggs and taking her to brunch at the fanciest restaurant in town. Daniel was so handsome in his Navy uniform, his white shirt starched, his shoes polished until they gleamed.

      Other memories as well.

      Dark, moody memories. The secrets Daniel’s job forced him to keep. The months-long missions that took him away from her, leaving her alone with the baby.

      Ah, dear, sweet Marlie, who was a little bit odd. The girl lived too much inside her head. An introvert, preferring to make up imaginary friends rather than playing with real kids.

      She and Daniel had wanted other children. Penelope believed having a brother or sister would cure Marlie’s flights of fantasy, but they’d tried to have another child and failed.

      Then, her husband lost his life.

      His death affected their daughter in irrevocable ways, and Penelope despaired Marlie would forever be out of step with the world. She was afraid to trust people, and her allegiance was hard won.

      And yet, her child searched for a hero. Someone to believe in. 

      Her daughter’s needs played out in the comic books she created. The lone, strong woman fighting against the masculine tenets of power and authority.

      Marlie lived through Angelina Avenger because she was too scared to trust herself and too blind to her inner strengths.

      Penelope nagged Marlie too much about landing a boyfriend. Of course, she didn’t want her to have just anyone. What she wanted for her daughter was the grand sweeping passion she’d shared with Daniel.

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

      Throbbing, aching, burning, raw loss. Too much to bear.

      Penelope broke down. Crushed underneath the racking sorrow, she drew her knees to her chest. Wave after wave besieged her, leaving her limp and shaking. 

      When she finished, she wiped her eyes, polished off the wine, and poured a second glass.

      From the middle drawer of her bedside table, she took out a bottle of sleeping pills.

      How often had she come this close to gulping them down in fifteen years? A dozen? Two?

      Only her love for her daughter had prevented her from swallowing those pills.

      Penelope missed Daniel so much. It would be easy to slip into a deep, dreamless sleep and embrace oblivion. What bliss. Silence.

      She opened the bottle and poured the fifty white oblong pills into her palm. So small, easy to swallow. Hand trembling, she brought the tablets to her mouth.

      Her cell phone rang.

      Penelope closed her eyes. Down the pills, chug the wine, and ignore the caller. Do it. End the misery. Be with Daniel.

      But what if it was Marlie?

      Penelope couldn’t follow through. She put the pills back in the bottle and reached for her cell. “Hello?”

      At first, nothing except an odd crackling, the connection terrible.

      “Who is this?” Penelope asked.

      More white noise.

      Static. Like a ship-to-shore call. Daniel 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, but the caller inhaled.

      “Yes? Hello? Who is this?”

      A man’s voice uttered a word resonant with double meaning.  A comment that punched Penelope in the gut and ripped away her breath.

      “Rendezvous.”
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      Joel’s eyes met Marlie’s over the smashed glass.

      Time stopped.

      They were locked, frozen. Her startled. Him stunned. They stared into each other.

      It was as if they recognized each other from a past life in a meaningful yet inexplicable way. Surreal. In that suspended second, their gazes shared a timeless message.

      We belong together.

      Hogwash. What was wrong with him? Yes, he’d known her when they were kids, but that was long ago, and until this assignment, he hadn’t thought of her in decades.

      Joel was caught with his pants down and furious with himself. He had one job. Keep a close eye on Marlie Montague. And he messed up.

      Major.

      Marlie stared at him for a second as if he were her hero. Her eyes overflowed with gratitude and relief, but behind it, dread lurked. Her pallid cheeks, shallow, rapid breathing, and quivering bottom lip told him something terrible had happened.

      But what?

      “I ...I...” She swayed.

      Blood. She was bleeding, and her knees crumpled. She was in shock.

      He moved toward her, recognizing the knot at his towel could unravel at any minute, exposing his naked body. No time to worry about it.

      She wobbled.

      Joel caught her just before she plowed face-first into the broken glass littering the floor.

      His lingering high school football locker-room fear of athlete’s foot instilled in him the habit of wearing flip-flops whenever he got out of the shower, keeping his feet from being shredded and adding to the chaos.

      He scooped her into his arms, carried her into the living room, and laid her on the couch. She looked up at him, wide­-eyed and terrified.

      “Stay put,” he ordered.

      Storming into the bath­room, he grabbed his first-aid kit and caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror—jaw set, hair sticking up, soap bubbles clinging to an earlobe. The sound of her breaking in had yanked him from his cold shower.

      Reeling off balance, it felt like his brain tilted inside his skull. Why? The sight of blood didn’t make him queasy.

      He’d been trained to adapt to changing circumstances and not only sur­vive but thrive. Was he losing his touch? Only eighteen months after leaving the SEALs? He winced.

      Get over yourself. Get back to her. Find out what happened.

      In the living room, Marlie was staring off into space. He’d seen the same vacant expression on war refugees. This was serious.

      He knelt on the floor next to the sofa, opened the first­ aid kit, and reached for her injured hand. Her skin was cold beneath his fingers.

      She sucked in her breath. “Ouch.”

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

      “Okay.” Her voice was so soft he wasn’t sure if she spoke or just mouthed the word.

      She’d sliced a three-inch-long gap from the fleshy part of her palm underneath her thumb to the top of the wrist, missing the artery by a millime­ter.

      Something fierce built inside him. A need to protect this woman at all costs.

      Tightening his jaw, he relied on train­ing and instinct, applying pressure as he struggled not to stare at her bare torso, covered only by a skimpy bra.

      A zebra patterned bra.

      Ashamed for noticing, he snapped his gaze back to her face.

      She was much prettier than he’d believed. 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…

      Her cherubic cheeks gave her the appearance of an angel, the kind on Christmas plates some older women collected. Her skin was flawless, her hair a silky dark brown mass, and her eyelashes long and thick. Her lips were shaped in a perfect bow just made for kissing.

      Only her nose seemed out of place.

      The bridge was crooked. From being broken? But her uneven little nose gave her face an unexpected touch of dignity.

      Their gazes met again.

      “I just moved in two weeks ago,” he said.

      “I know,” she said. “I watched.”

      “You spied on me?” he asked, feeling more amused than circumstances dictated.

      “Hey, you were strutting around without a shirt on. What was I supposed to do.”

      “Not objectify me.”

      She waved her left hand at him. “Then keep it covered, man.”

      “Hey, I got hot moving boxes.”

      She raised both eyebrows and said in a strangely sassy purr, “You were born hot.”

      That startled him. Did she recognize him? But how? She hadn’t seen him in over twenty years. He spotted a mixture of emotions behind her glasses. Confusion, worry, fear, and something else.

      Awe? Curiosity?

      No, that wasn’t quite it. Instead, it was more like she understood him both inside and out.

      Weird.

      Joel shook off the unsettling thoughts. ­He couldn’t catch his breath. His nerve endings were raw. Exposed. Yep, he’d been caught with his pants down all right. And nothing to be done about it except ignore the sensation.

      And find out why Marlie crashed through his back door.
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        * * *

      

      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 who sported bought-and-paid-for breasts twice the size of her waist.

      Gus got a second chance at fatherhood with his three-year-old daughter, Amy. The kind of father he hadn’t been with Joel. Although at Gus’s age, considering his heart condition, it was unlikely he’d live to dance at Amy’s wedding.

      Gus had come up the ranks the easy way, covering his bosses’ asses, keeping secrets, and playing politics. He had just finished a three-hour lunch at a five-star restaurant with two influential politicians, including martinis and Russian caviar.

      He retrieved his tailor-made over­coat from the cloak-check clerk, flipped up the collar, and stepped through the hotel’s revolving door.

      Palming his valet claim ticket, he handed it and a fifty-dollar bill to the attendant who greeted him on the sidewalk. “Careful with her.”

      The beaming valet hustled away.

      Gus stuck his hand in his pocket, searching for a cigar, and found a rolled-up magazine instead. Ugh. Not his coat. Aw, hell. Nobody got anything right these days. He went back inside, the magazine still clutched in his fist.

      “You gave me the wrong coat,” he said to the cloak­-check clerk.

      “No, I didn’t.” She tossed her head.

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

      “One…” The young woman raised a finger to tick off her points. “No mix-up. Yours was the only navy blue coat I’ve had today.

      Gus stared at her gesticulating hands. At first, he thought she must have shut all her fingers in a car door, but then it dawned on him that she wore black nail polish, her petulant Goth attitude 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, that comic book was in your pocket when you gave your coat to me. When I was hanging it up, the comic fell out, and I remember thinking how weird a Republi­can geezer would be reading Angelina Avenger.”

      Gus ignored the geezer part and unfurled the comic book. The Adventures of Angelina Avenger.

      He frowned. A paperclip marked a page. He flipped it open and read the cartoon frame.

      And his greatest fear devoured him.

      For fifteen years, he’d been looking over his shoulder and waiting for disaster to strike. Now it had. His long-buried sins emerged from the grave.

      And his son, Joel, was caught in the crosshairs.

      Sins of the father. Joel was dropped into the middle of a complex coverup fifteen years in the making, with no clue what he was up against.

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

      Marlie had no idea what she’d wrought.

      His pulse skittered. Son of a bitch, he’d forgotten to take his morning heart meds.

      Agitated, Gus spun away from the cloak-check counter and hurried back outside to find his Mercedes waiting at the curb. He climbed inside and sat unmoving behind the wheel.

      Instead of starting driving, he took a burner phone from the glove compartment and called his assistant on his private cell number rather than the office extension.

      Gus knew well enough the Pentagon landlines were bugged. Call him paranoid, but he had too much insider knowledge not to be ultra-cautious when discussing sensitive matters.

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

      “You picked up my coat at the dry cleaner’s yourself?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You didn’t put anything in the pocket?

      “Your cigar and lighter. The right side pocket, as usual.”

      “Nothing else?”

      “No, sir.”

      Gus cursed and flung the comic book into the backseat. Where had the damn thing come from? Who was trying to send him a message?

      ‘’Are you all right, Admiral?”

      “Fine.” He was anything but fine. His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth, and nausea pushed against his throat. Someone had uncovered his secret and sent him the comic to strike terror. But when and how had they gotten to his coat?

      “Is your heart acting up?” Abel asked.

      “I said I’m fine, dammit.” Gus had made bad choices, and they were returning to haunt him. The Navy had cost him his best friend, his first marriage, and his relationship with his son.

      And it wasn’t over yet.

      He clenched his jaw and pushed aside his feelings. His ex-wife, Deirdre, claimed he was a master at shutting off his emotions, and she was right. That ability made him the consummate commander. He had no options in his job with the secrets he kept. Feelings were for fools.

      Lucky for him, 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 more than alcohol and rich food.

      Gus Hunter was afraid.

      Terrified, in fact.

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

      They hadn’t spoken since Daniel’s funeral when she spit in his face and called him a heartless, murdering bas­tard.

      He never blamed her. He understood. The outcome was inevitable, and he prayed she would listen to him.

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

      “How long will you be gone?”

      “I dunno.”

      “What about your afternoon appointments?”

      “Reschedule them.”

      “Until when?”

      “Until I tell you otherwise.” Gus ended the call and then phoned Penelope. It rang—once, twice, three times.

      He hadn’t called her in fifteen years. Had she changed numbers?

      Her voicemail answered.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but what if her phone was tapped? He hung up. Dammit. His pulse beat a couplet. Where had he put his pills?

      He searched the glove compartment again, found the spare bottle of heart medication, and dry-swallowed a tablet.

      Penelope lived in Corpus Christi, Texas. He had to reach her first before the wrong people did.

      Today.

      He’d grab the next flight to Corpus and tell Amber he was out of town on business. She never questioned him. He would ask her to take Amy and visit her mother in upstate New York for a few days. Whisk them from D.C.

      Just in case of collateral damage.

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

      And maybe the fate of the free world.
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      Marlie forgot what brought her to this man’s house.

      Assassin? What assassin? Who could think with such a strapping, handsome man nestled so close?

      The flat of his thumb was pressed against the cut at her wrist. Her heart thumped, and her stomach flip-flopped, heat pulsating beneath her flesh. She ached to trust him.

      Caution!

      She knew better than to trust strangers. Experience taught her she didn’t have the best judgment when determining if a man was trustworthy. It was far safer to assume the worst, so you were never surprised or disappointed by anything or anyone.

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

      Beads of water from his interrupted shower clung to his skin like dewdrops. His broad shoulders tensed, his mouth sensual, and his warm breath tickled her heated skin.

      She 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 out from his eyes, giving him character. He was around thirty, although the severe haircut made him appear older. His lips curved, full, and angular, but not voluptuous.

      She lowered her lashes and shifted her eyes downward past the uncompromising chin to the taut column of his throat to his collarbone and beyond.

      She caught her breath.

      He plucked a suture kit from the first-aid bag and peeled it open.

      “What are you doing!”

      “You need stitches.”

      “Are you a doctor?”

      “No.”

      “Nurse?”

      “No.”

      “You’re just some rando with a suture kit?”

      “I’ve had advanced first aid training. Settle down. Sewing isn’t rocket science.”

      He cleaned her would with antiseptic and loaded a plastic syringe with a numbing agent, his movements professional. He’d done this before. He injected her skin around the wound, numbing the area and applying pressure with folded gauze under his thumb while he waited for the Lidocaine to take effect.

      Gosh, that stung. She hissed in air through gritted teeth.

      He raised his head and stared. “How you doing?”

      “Been better.” Marlie realized her bloody sweatshirt remained bunched around her arm, and she was naked from the waist up except for her cotton bra, her plumpness exposed to this stranger.

      Vulnerable, nervous, incompetent, and the exact opposite of unflappable, accomplished Angelina Avenger. She wished she could stop acting so faint of heart and be more like her cartoon heroine.

      Her saving grace? He seemed just as disconcerted by their situation as she. To give them both a reprieve, she quickly covered her chest with her free hand and squeezed her eyes closed as he stitched up her wound.

      “That’s it, relax. I’ll finish this in a jiff.” His voice soothed her.

      But still, her mind darted back to the incident in her living room. Where was the man who’d tried to kill her? Was he still at her house, or had he made a clean getaway? She prayed for the latter.

      “All done.” He put a dressing over the sutured wound. “Give me a second.

      Eyes still closed, she listened as he padded out of the room, returning a few minutes later to clear his throat awkwardly.

      She opened one eye tentatively to find him wearing snug-fitting jeans, a colorful Hawaiian shirt that reminded her of Magnum P.I., and old running shoes without socks. Draped over his arm was a men’s long-sleeved white dress shirt.

      “Put this on,” he said gruffly as he tossed her the shirt, his expression unreadable.

      Sitting up, Marlie slipped the bloody sweatshirt past the bandaged wound and off her arm, letting it drop to the floor.

      He picked it up. “Mind if I throw this away? It’s got a big rip under the arm.”

      “Please do.”

      He walked to the kitchen to toss it in the trash bin while she put on his dress shirt and buttoned it closed to the top button. The garment was starched—more signs he might be military—and scratchy against her skin, but at least she was covered.

      The stiff hem hung well past her knees, and she had to roll up the sleeves that extended several inches below her fingertips.

      He came back into the room.

      “Do you mind telling me who you are?” His voice was a low rumble, sending an unexpected shiver down her spine despite the warmth in the room.

      He scowled and sank his hands into his hips, inadvertently drawing her gaze to his waist, and she got distracted by the way his shirt stretched over his muscles.
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