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        This is one of the funnest sets I’ve ever worked on. The other authors have been fantastic and Becky McGraw has been especially remarkable.

        While these books can all be read as standalones, we hope that you will read them all. Every author in this set I have read before, and I will again because I love their styles.
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      Retired Navy Commander Greg Lambert leaned forward to rake in the pile of chips his full house had netted him. Tonight he would leave the weekly gathering not only with his pockets full, but his pride intact.

      The scowls he earned from his poker buddies at his unusual good luck were an added bonus.

      They'd become too accustomed to him coming up on the losing side of five card stud. It was about time he taught them to never underestimate him.

      Vice President Warren Angelo downed the rest of his bourbon and stubbed out his Cuban cigar. "Looks like Lady Luck is on your side tonight, Commander." 

      After he stacked his chips neatly in a row at the rail in front of him, Greg glanced around at his friends. It occurred to him right then, this weekly meeting wasn't so different from the joint sessions they used to have at the Pentagon during his last five years of service.

      The location was the Secretary of State's basement now, but the gathering still included top ranking military brass, politicians, and the director of the CIA, who had been staring at him strangely all night long.

      "It's about time the bitch smiled my way, don't you think? She usually just cleans out my pockets and gives you my money," Greg replied with a sharp laugh as his eyes roved over the spacious man-cave with envy, before they snagged on the wall clock.

      It was well past midnight, their normal break-up time. He needed to get home, but what did he have to go home to? Four walls, and Karen's mean as hell Chihuahua who hated him. Greg stood, scooted back his chair, and stretched his shoulders. The rest of his poker buddies left quickly, except for Vice President Angelo, Benedict Hughes of the CIA, and their host, Percy Long, Secretary of State.

      Greg took the last swig of his bourbon, then set the glass on the table. When he took a step to leave, they moved to block his way to the door. "Something on your minds, gentleman?" he asked, their cold, sober stares making the hair on the back of his neck stand up.

      It wasn't a comfortable feeling, but one he was familiar with from his days as a Navy SEAL. That feeling usually didn't portend anything good was about to go down. But neither did the looks on these men's faces.

      Warren cleared his throat and leaned against the mahogany bar with its leather trimmings. "There's been a significant amount of chatter lately." He glanced at Ben. "We're concerned."

      Greg backed up a few steps, putting some distance between himself and the men. "Why are you telling me this? I've been out of the loop for a while now." Greg was retired, and bored stiff, but not stiff enough to tackle all that was wrong in the United States at the moment or fight the politics involved in fixing things.

      Ben let out a harsh breath then gulped down his glass of water. He set the empty glass down on the bar with a sigh and met Greg's eyes. "We need your help, and we're not going to beat around the bush," he said, making the hair on Greg's neck stand taller.

      Greg put his hands in his pockets, rattling the change in his right pocket and his car keys in the left while he waited for the hammer. Nothing in Washington, D.C., was plain and simple anymore. Not that it ever had been.

      "Spit it out, Ben," he said, eyeballing the younger man. "I'm all ears."

      "Things have changed in the US. Terrorists are everywhere now," he started, and Greg bit back a laugh at the understatement of the century.

      He'd gotten out before the recent INCONUS attacks started, but he was in service on 9/11 for the ultimate attack. The day that replaced Pearl Harbor for him as the day that would go down in infamy.

      "That's not news, Ben," Greg said, his frustration mounting in his tone. "What does that have to do with me, other than being a concerned citizen?"

      "More cells are being identified every day," Ben replied, his five o'clock shadow standing in stark contrast to his now paler face. "The chatter about imminent threats, big jihad events that are in the works, is getting louder every day."

      "You do understand that I'm no longer active duty, right?" Greg shrugged. "I don't see how I can be of much help there."

      "We want you to head a new division at the CIA," Warren interjected. "Ghost Ops, our own sleeper cell of SEALs to help us combat the terrorist sleeper cells in the US...and whatever the hell else might pop up later."

      Greg laughed. "And where do you think I'll find these SEALs to sign up? Most are deployed over--"

      "We want retired SEALs like yourself. We've spent millions training these men, and letting them sit idle stateside while we fight this losing battle alone is just a waste." Ben huffed a breath. "I know they'd respect you when you ask them to join the contract team you'd be heading up. You'd have a much better chance of convincing them to help."

      "Most of those guys are like me, worn out to the bone or injured when they finally give up the teams. Otherwise, they'd still be active. SEALs don't just quit." Unless their wives were taken by cancer and their kids were off at college, leaving them alone in a rambling house when they were supposed to be traveling together and enjoying life.

      "What kind of threats are you talking about?" Greg asked, wondering why he was even entertaining such a stupid idea.

      "There are many. More every day. Too many for us to fight alone," Ben started, but Warren held up his palm.

      "The president is taking a lot of heat. He has three and a half years left in his term, and taking out these threats was a campaign promise. He wants the cells identified and the terror threats eradicated quickly."

      These two, and the president, sat behind desks all day. They'd never been on a field op before, so they had no idea the planning and training that took place before a team ever made it to the field. Training a team of broken-down SEALs to work together would take double that time because each knew better than the rest how things should be done, so there was no "quick" about it.

      "That's a tall order. I can't possibly get a team of twelve men on the same page in under a year. Even if I can find them." Why in the hell was he getting excited, then? "Most are probably out enjoying life on a beach somewhere." Exactly where he would be with Karen if she hadn't fucking died on him as soon as he retired four years ago.

      "We don't want a team, Greg," Percy Long corrected, unfolding his arms as he stepped toward him. "This has to be done stealthily because we don't want to panic the public. If word got out about the severity of the threats, people wouldn't leave their homes. The press would pump it up until they created a frenzy. You know how that works."

      "So let me get this straight. You want individual SEALs, sleeper guys who agree to be called up for special ops to perform solo missions?" Greg asked, his eyebrows lifting. "That's not usually how they work."

      "Unusual times call for unusual methods, Greg. They have the skills to get it done quickly and quietly," Warren replied, and Greg couldn't argue. That's exactly the way SEALs were trained to operate--they did whatever it took to get the job done.

      Ben approached him, placed his hand on his shoulder as if this was a tag-team effort, and Greg had no doubt that it was just that. "Every terrorist or wannabe terror organization has roots here now. Al Qaeda, the Muslim Brotherhood, Isis, or the Taliban, white supremacists and other armed hate groups--you name it. They're not here looking for asylum. They're actively recruiting followers and planning events to create a caliphate on our home turf. We can't let that happen, Greg, or the United States will never be the same."

      "You'll be a CIA contractor, and can name your price," Warren inserted, and Greg's eyes swung to him. "You'll be on your own in the decision making. We need to have plausible deniability if anything goes wrong."

      "Of course," Greg replied, shaking his head. If anything went south, they needed a fall guy, and that would be him in this scenario. Not much different from the dark ops his teams performed under his command when he was active duty.

      God, why did this stupid idea suddenly sound so intriguing? Why did he think he might be able to make it work? And why in the hell did he suddenly think it was just what he needed to break out of the funk he'd been living in for four years?

      "I can get you a list of potential hires, newly retired SEALs, and the president says anything else you need," Warren continued quickly. "All we need is your commitment."

      The room went silent, and Greg looked deeply into each man's eyes as he pondered a decision. What the hell did he have to lose? If he didn't agree, he'd just die a slow, agonizing death in his recliner at home. At only forty-seven and still fit, that could be a lot of years spent in that chair.

      "Get me the intel, the list, and the contract," he said, and a surge of adrenaline made his knees weak.

      He was back in the game.
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      Parker Quinn didn't recognize the number, but he did recognize the area code and a bolt of something exciting jerked through him. Who in that exclusive Virginia area code would be calling him? It had been a long time since he'd seen a number like that.

      Curiosity won out and he swiped his thumb across the screen and brought it to his ear. "Hello?"

      "Quinn! How the hell are you, buddy?"

      Parker scowled and looked at the phone, wondering if he'd fallen into some type of time warp. It had been a couple of years since he'd spoken with his former boss, Navy SEAL Commander Greg Lambert, but he remembered his voice like it had been yesterday. "Hello, sir."

      Parker had no idea why the man was calling him now. After he'd been injured, Lambert had been in to see him once, then never again.

      Probably couldn't stand to be reminded what could happen when he looked at me.

      That wasn't a very charitable thought, but it was how he'd felt at the time. Hurt and left behind. He'd given a huge amount of his life and sanity for his country, and his team, but as soon as he was damaged and no longer usable they were done with him. Yeah, they paid him his hazard bonus but, whatever.

      He waited for Lambert to speak, because he wasn't sure how he felt about even talking to the man.

      After a couple of long seconds, Lambert cleared his throat. "Well, I wanted to check up on you, see how you'd recovered."

      Scowling, Parker looked out over the parking lot. He heard papers rustle in the background and had a feeling Lambert was looking at his medical record—if he wasn't actually watching him. The man had friends in high places with expensive toys. And Lambert never asked rhetorical questions. "I'm fine, thank you. As you can see."

      His former boss chuckled. "You always did like to call me on my shit, Quinn. I appreciated that about you. Tell me what I can't read in the medical file. There's not much here."

      Parker shook his head and looked around, suddenly overwhelmed with anger. They'd wiped their hands of him, now they wanted him to bleed for them again. "What's not in the file? It's not in the file that I can't take too deep of a breath because one of my ribs pops, and doctors can't tell me why. It's not in the file that it takes me twenty minutes to clear my eye socket of goop every morning. It's not in the file that my dick bends to the right when I get hard because of all the scar tissue on my lower belly. Is that what you're looking for Lambert? Some other reason to feel like you have it good in life? Why the fuck are you calling me?"

      Silence stretched on the other end of the line and Parker realized he might have gone overboard. That banked anger that he'd learned to control had flared to life. He was almost yelling, and that wouldn't get either one of them anywhere.

      "I'm sorry, Parker," Lambert said eventually. "No, I'm not calling you to make myself feel better. Since my wife died those moments are few and far between, so I'll have to think about our conversation later and see if it perks me up and makes me feel all sparkly inside."

      Parker snorted in spite of himself. Lambert was as much of an asshole as he'd always been.

      "How's your mobility?"

      Again, Parker scowled. His mobility was a touchy subject. "Fine," he lied. "Why?"

      Lambert sighed on the other end of the line. "I know you've gotten a job in Denver with Duncan Wilde, but I don't know what you're doing."

      "Why don't you call him and snoop, like you used to? Use your influence to strong arm him into telling you?"

      "I thought about it but I'm giving you the option of telling me. You were a good SEAL Quinn, and I'm sorry you got rolled out the way you did. I didn't follow up with you the way I should have, but if you're like me, you're chafing in the civilian world, looking for something more. I've got something for you but you have to be physically able to do it."

      He wasn't even sure he wanted whatever it was. Probably some do or die mission that had to be acted upon immediately. That was usually the way Greg Lambert worked. And if Parker didn't do the job, Lambert would call some other dumb schmuck who would.

      He had a good life here in Denver. After he'd been released from the SEALs, medically retired from the Navy, he'd moped for a long time, and wallowed in his recovery. Physically, he'd been mobile, but just barely. The insurgents had done a real number on him. When word had gotten around to him that there was a former Marine in Denver that only hired other disabled veterans, he'd been intrigued, but not much more than that. It wasn't until months later that he actually looked the place up online. There was one tab on the website to 'apply to join our team!' Parker hadn't even had a resume at the time. How do you encapsulate thirteen years in the Navy and all his SEAL experience into a few paragraphs? You didn't, you couldn’t; most of his missions had been classified and he couldn’t discuss them with anyone, ever. Instead he'd left his former commander's name and number, as well as a copy of his medical record. Apparently that had worked because a woman from Lost and Found called him two weeks later to arrange an interview, if he was still interested in the job.

      Was he? He'd looked around his neglected apartment and knew he needed something to get him out of the slump he was in, so he'd agreed.

      It was the best thing he'd ever done. The Lost and Found Investigative Service was comprised of veterans just like him-- men that had seen the bad side of war and returned from it changed. There were also a few women vets working there, just as blunt and capable as the men. Duncan Wilde had proven to be a savvy boss, pushing him to the limits of what he could do but not taxing him too much. Generally, he did surveillance or he drove clients that were under their protection. Denver wasn't a metropolis like New York or LA, but they had their fair share of affluent people needing coverage. He'd gotten his private investigator's license and realized that the more he got into the job, the more he had to learn. It was giving him something to work toward.

      Parker didn't mind the challenge. It gave him something to focus on. Yes, it could have been more stimulating, but he understood that he needed to start on the bottom, too, and work his way up to the meatier jobs.

      "The pay is substantial."

      When Lambert spewed out the number, Parker couldn't keep the surprise from his face. "That's a heck of a teaser. What's the job?"

      "Surveillance, for the most part, and possibly more. You'll be sitting on a prosecuting attorney for the next week. She's the primary in a criminal case against an actor from a small terror cell in Columbus, Ohio. He had visions of being a lone wolf but botched the job. Now he's in lockup awaiting trial. Actually, we think Mozi Al Fareq is the fourth or fifth son of the man that runs the terrorist cell responsible for the truck attack on the Columbus Christmas Parade several months ago. Do you remember that?"

      "Of course," Parker said softly. "It killed a lot of people, mostly kids."

      "Yes," Lambert said, his voice muted. "Fuckers. There's a special place in hell for people who kill little kids like that."

      They were both silent for a long moment, each lost in their own thoughts.

      "The cell has direct links through social media to known Islamic State operatives, but they've stayed quiet about this particular attack that al Fareq botched. Some of our experts think al Fareq was chafing under his father's thumb and decided to make a name for himself with a big splashy suicide, but it didn't work out that way. He didn't die when he drove that truck down the sidewalk at the art fair, then crashed into the Center of Science and Industry building. A security guard tased him when Mozi tried to shoot people outside the museum as he escaped."

      Parker snorted. "Great for his ego, I’m sure, being brought down by a security guard like that."

      "Well, I don't care about his ego, just the fact that his plans were botched. There were injuries, but it could have been much worse. But al Fareq is realizing how screwed he is and last week he wrote his father a letter pleading for help. We're monitoring all of this, of course, as well as all of his contacts outside."

      "It sounds like you have everything under control."

      "Not exactly. The father, along with the rest of his cell, has dropped off the grid. We can't find him. Any of them. One of the witnesses in the case has turned up dead, beheaded. Mozi’s father, Ali al Fareq, is apparently trying to silence anyone that saw his son get out of the truck. Or just plain unbalance the prosecution's case against his son. Your job will be to protect the prosecutor and if the situation presents itself, take out the cell. You have carte blanche to eliminate everyone connected to this little party."

      Parker choked out a laugh. "You're not asking for much."

      "I know this is a lot to ask of you, but things are heating up in the states. All of these little cells are honing their skills, possibly in preparation of a nationwide, simultaneous attack. We can't have it. We've been authorized by the highest level of government to make these cells go away, any way we can, but if we're caught, they'll disavow all knowledge of what we were doing."

      "What?" He stalked across the room. "You've got to be kidding. Why the fuck would I sign up for this? It's a suicide mission."

      Lambert sighed on the other end. "I know it feels like that, Quinn, but you have one of the best records of any SEAL I've seen in the past twenty years. You survived more dead end situations than I've seen any other man survive, and single-handedly brought down more terrorist cells than any two squads put together. You have a nose for this stuff and I wouldn't push you to get out there if I didn't think you could handle it."

      "What kind of back-up will I have?"

      "Nothing official. If you get into a pickle I might be able to have someone help you out. No guarantees."

      "Fuck," Parker breathed. "This really is a suicide mission. The money is nice but not if I'm not going to be here to spend it. This is a no-go for me, Lambert. You're going to have to find another lamb to lead to slaughter."

      "I need you to reconsider, Quinn. Your country needs you to do this."

      Anger swirled through his gut. "Fuck the patriotic bullshit, Greg. I gave everything to this country for thirteen years of my life. I'm not going to give it my death as well. Some other, younger kid looking for glory can do that."

      "I need you on this, Quinn," Lambert snapped. "I have other men but they're scattered across the country, doing jobs just like this one. I have an immediate need for coverage, and you are the only man for the job."

      Parker shook his head. "I don't understand why you think that. I know for a fact there are other SEALs out there that would love to do this. I'm not the only man for the job."

      Greg sighed heavily on the other end of the line. "The prosecuting attorney on the case is Andromeda Pierce."

      Shock rolled through Parker and he went still, all of the anger suddenly rolling out of him.

      Andromeda.

      The years rolled back and he could see her in his mind's eye, long silky dark hair swinging over her shoulder, golden leopard’s eyes glinting with intelligence. The last time he'd seen her she had dumped him, then walked away as if she hadn't a care in the world and hadn't just ripped his heart out.

      "That's dirty, Lambert."

      "I know, Quinn. I'm sorry. If I could have anyone else do this, I would, but you're it for now. It's surprisingly hard finding retired SEALs of your caliber."

      Parker shook his head at the ridiculous compliment. "Send me the information and I'll catch a flight out tonight."

      "It's on your front doorstep. I'll be in touch, Quinn."

      Parker flew Lambert the bird and the older man chuckled as he hung up.
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      The silence in the office eventually made her look up. Oh, damn. Had everyone gone home?

      Vaguely she remembered Janie calling out a 'later', but she’d been so absorbed in this file that Andromeda couldn't even remember if she'd looked up or waved.

      It wasn't like she hadn't read the file before. She had. Many times, in fact, but it drew her back time and again. Each time she cracked it open she had to look at the list of children's names on the upper right-hand corner, clipped there exactly for that reason. She knew she needed to regard them as victims, but for some reason with this case she hadn't been able to find that professional distance. Every child was as familiar to her as if he or she were part of Andromeda’s own family. Liam Johnson had loved Legos and building things. As had Noah Green. Lucas had been Noah's friend, there at the Christmas Parade just to go with his buddy to the Children's Expression Workshop. Lily and Aria, twins with curly hair and big brown eyes, had just moved into the area. Their mother had thought the Columbus Parade would be a great way to learn about the city. Auburn haired Charlotte was a little older, almost ten, and she'd been excited to be one of the returning helpers for the Children's Workshop. Ethan was the son of the woman that ran the workshop and he was a bright, smiling, well-grounded child. Muhammed wouldn't have been there at all if his father hadn't had to work that day. His sitter had thought it would be a nice excursion for the two of them.

      Nine children gone in the blink of an eye. Some of their siblings and parents had been injured as well, but this particular group of children had been sitting at a table together, working on a Christmas art project. If the semi had veered to the left or right just a few feet, it would have missed their table, but the driver had targeted them specifically. Not those children individually, just a group of children in general.

      Now, they had a chance to prosecute the vile human being that had planned the attack, assuming Mozi al Fareq valued his life over his family’s honor.

      Mozi had tried to commit a similar attack at the Columbus Art Fair just two months ago. He'd gotten his Commercial Driver’s License and been hired on at a small transport company based in Springfield, Ohio, about sixty miles away. Mozi's employer had had no qualms about hiring the man. There'd been nothing on his resume to send up a flag and all of his references had checked out. The employees he'd worked with said that he was a quiet guy, but happy to have a job to help out his family. They never expected him to disappear with a truck and try to commit mass murder.

      The terroristic MO of the Art Fair attack was very similar to the Christmas Parade attack; so similar, in fact that the prosecutor's office believed the two incidents were connected and they were doing their damnedest to prosecute the hell out of the case. If Mozi wanted to go to court for the Art Fair attack, they would do it, but Andromeda was still holding out hope that he would accept the plea agreement they'd sent his lawyer, and give them what they needed to prosecute both cases.

      If Mozi gave them the details about the parade attack as well as who had perpetrated it, details about the terror ring he was involved in, he would get a more lenient sentence in his own case. As it stood, Andromeda's case was damn near air tight. She had a handful of witnesses, as well as footage of Mozi driving the truck on a traffic cam downtown before the fair.

      If he was smart he would take the plea agreement and start singing like a bird. It was up to him though.

      Andromeda pinched the bridge of her nose, feeling the tiredness in her bones. They were getting close to going to court and she'd been putting in more hours than any of the other prosecutors. Not because she had to, but because she wanted justice for the children that had been targeted. They'd been at a damn art fair, for God's sake. A place where they should not have had to worry about their safety. Same with the kids that had died at the Christmas parade.

      No one had died at the art fair, but she was prosecuting Mozi for 32 counts of attempted murder, terroristic threats, inducing panic, criminal assault, criminal trespass, and a slew of other violations. She was throwing everything she could think of at him. If convicted he would be serving several life sentences.

      These terrorist incidents were happening more and more often, and the perpetrators didn't seem to care who they hurt.

      This was a common refrain in her brain and she needed to get out of it. Closing the physical file she crossed to the file cabinet and locked it inside. Then she returned to her laptop and shut it down as well, slid it into the gray suede sleeve, closed the magnetic flap and put it into her leather messenger bag at her side. She straightened her desk, dropping pens and clips where they needed to be. There were a few pieces of outgoing mail she needed to drop onto her assistant's desk on the way out.

      Slipping her arms into her hip length brown leather coat, she looked out the window at the gray sky. It wasn't raining at the moment, but it had been on and off all day. Such crappy weather. Matched her mood perfectly.

      Andromeda shouldered her bag and grabbed up the mail and her keyring. Turning, she locked her office door behind her as she left and set the mail on Janie's desk. She scanned the office as she walked toward the elevator, but it seemed completely quiet. And lonely. People always left early on Fridays and they were getting into the part of the year when there would be more get-togethers. Halloween was just around the corner, then Thanksgiving. Holidays she would undoubtedly work through.

      It had been almost ten months since the parade attack and no one had been arrested. That was so wrong. Someone other than the still unidentified driver who’d died in the fiery crash had to know something. Families, neighbors, it didn't matter who came forward with the information they needed. Someone who’d seen something needed to say something and the person responsible for that crime was going down. If Mozi al Fareq would talk and confirm all their suppositions, they could wrap both cases up together.

      Because they were losing witnesses.

      The first witness they'd lost had been an older gentleman that had been sweeping the streets blocked off for the art fair. He'd seen everything as it happened. But somehow, just one month before they took Mozi to trial, the street sweeper's life had been lost when a car plowed into him on the street.

      Andromeda knew things like that happened, but really, what were the chances?

      The next witness she'd lost had been the mother of one of the children injured in the art fair attack, Tandy. Toni Mathers had loved her daughter and had been very vocal about seeing justice be served; hence, the reason she’d come forward to say that she’d seen Mozi get out of the truck with a gun in his hand. So, when she'd committed suicide in her garage something had seemed off. So far, the Medical Examiner had only come out with a 'suspicious' cause of death.

      Andromeda had spoken with and liked Toni Mathers. The woman had seemed grounded and determined, the type unwilling to throw her life away, but who was to say?

      The deaths were too convenient, though. In all her years of prosecuting scum, she'd never had anyone this ... connected. He had people in all the right places looking out for him, and it was frustrating her to pieces. She had two other viable witnesses for court. One was a cop and the other a man that just happened to be in the right place at the right time.

      The elevator chimed softly when it reached her floor and she stepped inside. If she could have brought the semi driver back from the dead she would have, just to question him about his connections and who had helped him plan the heinous Christmas crime. That was outside of her abilities though. She could only do the best she could with what she had.

      Mozi knew about that attack, though. She'd questioned him three times and each time she asked him about it he got this smug smile on his face, like it was funny watching her spin her wheels. It was up to Andromeda to find his pressure point. Mozi al Fareq considered it his destiny to go to jail for what he'd done. He would protect the ones around him with every fiber of his being.

      What Mozi didn't know was that Andromeda had plans to bury him in the farthest, dirtiest prison corner she could find away from Columbus after she got him convicted.

      But she only had five days to do it.

      The elevator dinged and she walked out into the underground parking garage. Even the garage was almost empty. She glanced around just to be safe, and waved at the parking attendant in the far corner booth, then she headed for her SUV.

      The hairs on the back of her neck suddenly stood at attention, making her feel like she was being watched. Glancing around, she didn't see anyone, but there were plenty of places someone could hide. Hurrying a little, she reached her vehicle and disengaged the locks. She tossed her bag across the far seat as she climbed in and pressed the start button. Then she glanced around. Nothing that she could see but something had stirred her instincts.

      Andromeda was a strong believer in listening to the signals your body and your mind gave you. Women were raped or abused all too often because they didn't listen to that warning voice of self-protection deep inside. Mothers who got up in the middle of the night to check on their children earned her respect. Fathers who checked on their kids' Facebook pages because something felt off needed to be commended. She wished everyone would listen to their instincts as well.

      Waving at the parking attendant, she turned left on South High Street, then left on Main. Her condo was only a few blocks away, but it was worth it to her to drive. Today, especially. A cold rain pelted down onto the windshield and the wipers were struggling to keep up with it. Leaning forward on her seat, she peered into the foggy glass, looking for her turn. There it was. The bright white sign of Waterford Condominiums loomed into view. Luckily, her building also had an underground garage, vital when you built downtown and space had to be used effectively.

      The parking garage was wet but only from other cars that had entered. She paused long enough for the camera to read her vehicle tag before the white metal gate lifted. She accelerated into the garage and circled around to her parking spot. Then, turning the vehicle, she backed into the space, a trick an old friend had ingrained into her.

      Gathering her bag and the coffee cup from the center console she stepped out of the car. The parking garage was somewhat protected but a chill wind still managed to blow up her skirt as she headed for the elevator, making her shudder. Maybe it was time to dig out some wool pants from the back of her closet.

      She swiped her residency card to call the elevator. Almost immediately the doors slid open.

      An electronic screen in the right-hand corner of the elevator showed her Hampton Squires, the guard currently manning the security station somewhere in the depths of the tower. Andromeda had read an article recently about your name influencing what you did in life. She wondered if Hampton had read it.

      "Hello, Ms. Pierce. Another late one, huh?"

      Andromeda grinned. "Yes, Hampton. I have a big case going to trial next week."

      "Well, you go in and get settled and if you need anything you give me a ring."

      "Will do. Thank you, Hampton."

      Andromeda watched the numbers tick by until it stopped on twenty-seven. Not the top of the high rise— she couldn't afford that— but definitely high enough up that she didn't have to worry about traffic noise and more than one neighbor.

      As soon as she stepped into the entryway of her condo some invisible tension left her spine. She loved the openness and the light from the wall of windows. Kicking her heels to the side, she dropped her bag to the tan marble floor and headed into the kitchen. There was a glass sitting on the counter she'd used this morning. Holding it to the dispenser in the fridge she waited for it to fill with water, then drank the thing down straight. Then she headed to the bathroom to change.

      As she placed the blue suit onto a hanger for dry cleaning, she thought about what to have for dinner. The restaurant downstairs was superb and they would be willing to cook her anything she'd like, one of the perks of being a Waterford resident. On this cold, rainy day she was kind of just in the mood for soup and a sandwich, maybe.

      Andromeda found a comfortable shirt and a pair of fleece pants to put on, then a loose sweater to go over top of everything. Yeah, now she was warm. Slipping her feet into her fuzzy slippers she padded out of the closet.

      She ordered her food before picking up her laptop. Once she lost herself in the information it was hard to pull her mind back out. At least this way she could work a little, have a break, then work some more.

      Settling onto the overstuffed couch in her living room, her favorite place to hang, she closed the vertical blinds over the rain-shrouded window. She glanced down from the height to the street below, but it was getting foggy. The Scioto River, just a few hundred yards away, was warmer than the outside air apparently and sending up fog. It was a beautiful scene.
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