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

      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 way 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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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.

      Ack! Stop noticing his hotness.

      “And why did you break into my house?” His intense and unreadable eyes searched hers, and the charged energy in his gaze was unsettling.

      He was clothed now, but she remembered the honed abs underneath the garish hibiscus and parrot print.

      She gulped, applying a smile, ducking her head while casting a surreptitious glance up at him. She had trouble socializing with gorgeous men under the best circumstances, and this was anything but.

      “I’m your next-door neighbor, Marlie Montague,” she said, her voice betraying a tremor she couldn’t control. She wanted to sound confident, but the closeness of his towering figure faltered her words. “And you are...?”

      “Joel …” He hesitated, his scowl softening for a fraction of a second as if he, too, was caught off guard by the proximity. “Joel …er… Jerome.”

      There was a pause, a moment suspended in time, when their eyes locked, and Marlie felt an unspoken question hanging between them. The look delved more profoundly than the situation warranted, making her cheeks warm.

      His frown returned, but it seemed less severe, more curious now. “Please don’t tell me knocking the back door windowpane is how you folks in the ’burbs welcome new people into the neighborhood because I’m not buying it.”

      There was a tiny twitch of his mouth, almost a hint of a smile. Was that a joke? It was impossible to tell with him, yet the thought that he might be capable of humor even in such a situation was oddly comforting.

      “You prefer I bake a casserole?” she said, quipping was preferable to reliving what happened in her living room.

      “I prefer you tell me why you’re here.”

      She opened her mouth to explain about the hitman, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead, she was acutely aware of how close he was standing, how she could see the tiny droplets of water still clinging to his hair from his shower.

      The notion that someone had tried to kill her was overwhelming, but somehow, at this moment, the danger felt secondary to the racing of her heart caused by his muscular man.

      She was in denial.

      It had been easier to ogle Joel than to face what had happened. The notion someone tried to kill her was too much to bear. She wasn’t ready to ask herself hard questions.

      Like who? And what? And why?

      “I’ve been patient and understanding, but you better start talking because I’m this close to calling the cops on you for breaking and entering.” He measured off an inch with his thumb and index finger.

      He was tall and broad-shouldered, and he scared the bejeebers out of her. His eyebrows were pulled downward in a dark frown. From his point of view, he had every reason to be angry and suspicious, but the last thing she needed right now was his disapproval.

      “I ... I ... “ Tears pushed against the corners of her eyes.

      Oh, swell, Angelina muttered inside Marlie’s head. Here come the waterworks. Suck it up, Montague.

      Marlie tried so hard not to cry it backed up into her sinuses and burned her nose. She blocked out the UPS man’s face—although she doubted he actually worked for the parcel service—replacing it with Joel’s handsome mug.

      She trembled from the top of her head to the tip of her socks, still embedded with pieces of window glass, but to her credit, she did not sob. Nah, nah, Angelina.

      “What’s wrong?” He shot to her side, his expression going from grim to concerned. “Are you going to be sick?”

      “No,” she whispered.

      For a minute, she thought he might slide his massive arms around her and hold her tight, and she prayed he would, but his tone turned suspicious, and she was glad he hadn’t.

      His eyes narrowed. “Is this a ploy to prevent me from calling the police?”

      “Call them. Call them now.” Marlie peered into the depths of his dark eyes and was relieved to find compassion reflected at her. He wasn’t such a hard-ass after all. “Please.”

      She shook so hard her teeth rattled. Why couldn’t she stop shaking? She survived an assassination attempt. To distract herself, she picked at the bandage on her wrist.

      “Leave the wound alone.”

      “It’s too tight.”

      “That’s the point of a pressure dressing. To apply pressure.”

      “So go ahead, call the cops.” She stopped picking at the tape and reached up to tuck a lock of hair behind her ear, but her hand quivered so much she couldn’t.

      “Something traumatic occurred. That’s why you broke in. For my help.”

      Marlie nodded. “I tried knocking, but you must have been in the shower.”

      Those brawny arms went around her. She appreciated his comfort but hated her need for it at the same time.

      “What happened?” His lips were so close the clean, fresh, soapy scent of him filled her nose.

      “It ... he...” Her teeth chattered.

      “Take your time. No rush.” He drew her closer.

      She clung to him, both scared and exhilarated. She’d had a few sexual fantasies about him as she peeked through her curtains when he moved in. Once or twice, she’d lain awake thinking about having sex with him. A titillating dream.

      But there was nothing titillating about the way Joel was holding her now. Nothing erotic or sensual. A loose, comforting hug and nothing more, and it was just what she needed.

      Empowered, she pulled from his arms and met his eyes again. Spoke her truth.

      “The UPS dude tried to snuff me.”
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        * * *

      

      “What?” Someone had tried to kill her? On his detail? Impossible. Jolted, he stared at her open-mouthed.

      Marlie nodded, her dazzling brown eyes growing more expansive. The specks of green caught the light and turned her into an innocent kitten. The vulnerability in her gaze struck a chord in Joel, one he hadn’t expected to resonate within the confines of this bizarre situation.

      Regardless of his briefing about her subversive activities, Joel couldn’t reconcile her wholesome image with the antiauthoritarian extremist who penned the Angelina Avenger comic books.

      “Snuff you?” he echoed, his tone mixing incredulity with a growing concern he couldn’t quite mask.

      “You know. Bump off, waste, send to meet your maker, dispatch, do in, slay, murder, kill.” She sounded irritated, yet beneath the sharp words, he sensed real fear. With each synonym, she fired off a sarcastic barrier to shield herself from her situation.

      “Someone tried to assassinate you?” Joel asked, struggling to keep his professional detachment. Things were growing increasingly complex, and every instinct screamed that she was more victim than villain.

      “It’s hard to believe.” A frown creased her forehead. “I wouldn’t believe it myself if he hadn’t shot at me.”

      “He shot at you?” Joel couldn’t help but repeat her words as his mind raced to connect the dots. How did this fit into the puzzle he was here to solve?

      “Is there an echo, or do you have a disorder where you must repeat everything someone says?” Her retort was sharp, but her lips trembled, betraying her bravado.

      He hadn’t suspected she possessed such a smart mouth. That tidbit wasn’t included in her dossier, which he had studied nightly for the past two weeks.

      The file listed her birthday—March, a Pisces. Her education included a bachelor’s degree in graphic design from the University of Texas. Her medical history—she’d broken a wrist falling out of a tree while reading a book at age twelve. Her blood type—A-positive. But nothing about a tart tongue.

      Joel eyed her, a new layer of mystery wrapping around her. Was her story true? Or perhaps she was a superb actress putting him on? But why would she? Besides, he recognized genuine fear. Something terrified this woman, though she struggled to hide it with mouthiness.

      “I am not lying.” She crossed her arms over her chest, a defensive posture.

      His gut squeezed. He wanted to hunt down the bastard who tried to harm Marlie and strangle him with his bare hands. But he couldn’t. Not yet. He had a role to play here.

      He schooled his features into what he hoped was a concerned, neighborly expression. How would a civilian respond under similar circumstances? What would an ordinary next-door neighbor do?

      Call the cops.

      Without another word, Joel pulled his cell phone from his pocket and dialed 911. He glanced at Marlie as he spoke to the dispatcher, noting how she huddled on his sofa, shivering despite the room’s warmth.

      The vulnerability in her defensive posture clashed starkly with the image of the feisty comic book writer he had constructed in his mind.

      “Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” The voice on the other end was calm and professional.

      He relayed to the dispatch operator where and why he needed a patrol car.

      As he spoke, Marlie toyed with the hem of the shirt he had given her to wear, furling and unfurling the material around her index finger. Her thumbnail was freshly bitten to the quick—a small detail but one that spoke volumes about her current emotional state.

      “The police are on their way.” He pocketed his phone.

      “Thank you for believing me. It sounds far-fetched, but it happened,” she said, her tone blending gratitude and lingering disbelief.

      “Why would anyone want to kill you?” Joel asked, although he already knew the answer. She was involved with some evil people.

      “I write controversial comic books. I’ve received death threats. I’ve told the cops, but they were unimpressed.” There was a hint of bitterness in her tone, a weariness that suggested this wasn’t the first time she felt dismissed by authority figures.

      “And you didn’t hire a bodyguard?” He tried to keep his tone light, but concern laced his words.

      She shrugged a small, defeated gesture. “I’m not rich.”

      “And now you’re in trouble.”

      “You believe me?”

      “I can tell something disturbing happened to you,” Joel said, his voice softening despite himself.

      Had he fooled her? He acted like an offended homeowner facing a burglar and adopted the concerned neighbor act afterward, but where did he go from here?

      His covert spying mission just got complicated. He had given her his middle name instead of his last. He’d been ten years old and gone by his initials when she was acquainted with him. She didn’t remember him, and honestly, he barely recalled her.

      But while the name Joel Jerome hadn’t provoked her recall, the name Hunter would. It’d be like telling a Hatfield she was face-to-face with a McCoy.

      “You’ve been kind. I appreciate you tending my wound,” Marlie said, holding up her right wrist.

      She looked so damned vulnerable that he ached to hug her again.

      “You’re welcome.” Joel’s response was automatic, his mind still racing through the implications of her presence here, in his house, under these circumstances.

      “May I have something to drink?”

      “Whiskey?”

      “I was thinking more along the lines of water.” A faint smile touched her lips.

      “Whiskey and water. Trust me. It’ll help.”

      “Okay.”

      Joel went to the kitchen, his mind a whirlwind of thoughts. The chilly wind whistled through the broken windowpane at the back door. Droplets of Marlie’s blood lay drying on the floor.

      As soon as possible, he would review the surveillance tapes from the cameras hidden in her house and find out what happened there. He turned to take a tumbler from the cabinet and jumped when she reached out and touched his shoulder.

      “Yes?” His voice was sharper than he intended.

      Her ink-black lashes fluttered behind her glasses. He watched the tug-of-war on her face. She feared him but struggled to hide it. “I didn’t want to be alone.”

      Her nervousness touched a soft spot inside him, one he hadn’t realized was there. He couldn’t help remembering her stretched out on his sofa with no shirt. Her womanly body, curvy and plush, lured him.

      Sweat popped out on his forehead. Why? She was not his type. She was too quiet, and she lived too much in her head. He liked rowdy, physical, and adventurous women like Treeni.

      Yeah, and that worked out so damn swell.

      Joel clenched his jaw, shutting off his attraction. He swept his gaze over her, noticing she’d stripped off her incongruous black-and-white toe socks and stood barefooted beside the stove. His breath slowed. His body reacted to her on a primal level. The damsel-in-distress thing.

      “Be careful not to step in the broken glass.” He lowered his tone, poured a splash of whiskey into the tumbler, added a dash of water from the faucet, and passed it to her. “Drink this.”

      She licked her lips, a skittish flick of her tongue. She brought the drink to her mouth and took a timid swallow. Her face contorted and sputtering, she thrust the glass back at him.

      “Gawd, that’s awful.”

      “It’s whiskey. Don’t tell me you never drank whiskey.”

      “Okay, Chug-a-lug,” she said, her sweet brown eyes feisty. “Not everyone has spent their life in a bar.”

      That smart mouth again.

      “I’m not a barfly.” He’d whiled his life away in war zones.

      She eyed him. “Granted, you must spend much time at the gym.”

      “Take another drink.”

      “My, you’re bossy.”

      He sent her a sharp look.

      “Okay, okay.” She took another sip, made a face, and stuck out her tongue. “I’m done.”

      “Feeling a little stronger?”

      Her eyes met his. “Yeah, I am.”

      “Good. Finish it off.” He nodded at the drink.

      Obediently, she gulped down the remainder and plunged the glass into the counter.

      The sound of sirens pulling onto Oleander Circle ended the awkward exchange and left Joel wondering again about the true nature of his assignment and if his ex-father-in-law was behind it somehow.

      One thing was for sure. His boring babysitting assignment had just morphed into a dangerous mission, and all bets were off.
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      Officer Kemp walked into Joel’s house stocky, cocky, and looking a bit like the Penguin from the old Batman television series. Scars decorated his knuckles, and his face was a dating app liability with an oversized thick nose, cleft chin, and close-set eyes.

      Out of all the cops in Corpus Christi, why did the patrolman who answered the 911 call have to be the same law enforcement man who arrested her three months earlier?

      Just her luck.

      “You,” the cop said with disdain. “You’re the hippy, dippy, freaky chick who tried to bite me at the Save the Shrimp rally.”

      “Because you maced me.” Marlie retorted. “And don’t call me names. It’s rude and dismissive.”

      The butthead. Well, he’d sprayed Angelina. Marlie wouldn’t bite anyone. However, Kemp deserved it for grabbing her butt when he wrestled her to the ground.

      “Only because you wouldn’t step out of oncoming traffic.” He locked his jaw, and the chin cleft deepened.

      “I’m sick of corporate greed hurting people,” she said. “Is that a crime?”

      The blue vein at the cop’s forehead bulged. “Hey, my old man is a shrimper, and you bleeding-heart liberals are ruining his business.”

      “Excuse me, but we have bigger issues than your ongoing shrimp feud.” Joel glowered, his voice firm yet calm.

      We?

      His protective tone wasn’t lost on Marlie, and for a brief moment, her heart fluttered again. Was he defending her? She studied him. Why involve himself in her problems?

      His gaze met hers, intense and unreadable, yet she thought she saw a flicker of something more, something beyond mere neighborly concern.

      But what?

      And why?

      Kemp eyed her tousled hair, bandaged wrist, and Joel’s shirt buttoned up cattywampus over her breasts. His jaw muscle twitched, jumping to the wrong conclusion about her relationship with her neighbor.

      “Tell me exactly what happened,” Kemp said.

      She detailed her run-in with the UPS man turned deranged psycho killer.

      Kemp nodded, his boots crunching across the broken glass as he walked out the back door.

      Well, that was abrupt. What now? Were they supposed to follow him? She glanced from her feet to the door. The shards would slice her up.

      Reading her mind, Joel’s arms encircled her waist. He picked her up as if she weighed four pounds instead of a hundred and forty.

      “Hey!” She swallowed, hyperaware of him as his sexy scent filled her nostrils. “What are you doing.”

      “Hold on to my neck so I don’t drop you.” His voice was low, almost a whisper, stirring something primal inside her. He toted her over the threshold and out onto the back porch.

      “No need for this. You can set me down now. We’re away from the glass.”

      “Nope.” His chest rose in a slow, I’m-being-patient-with-you inhale. His proximity, his body’s warmth, was both comforting and unsettling.

      “I don’t like the way you take control.”

      “Too bad. It’s winter, you’re barefoot. And you experienced a nasty shock. If you don’t like it, break into someone else’s house next time. Now, put your arms around me.”

      Not knowing what else to do, she did as he ordered, albeit reluctantly. His shoulder muscles corded at her touch, and her body flushed hot.

      “I want to be clear about something,” she said.

      “Yes?”

      “I don’t like this.”

      “What? Me holding you or the attempt on your life.”

      “Both. Would you like it if I picked you up without your permission?”

      He snorted and laughed. “I’d love to see you try.”

      The cop stopped beside the privacy fence separating her property from Joel’s and eyed the boards like suspects in a lineup. “Is this where you climbed over?”

      She nodded mutely.

      “You claim you scaled this while a gun-toting assassin was chasing you?” Kemp puffed out his chest.

      What was this guy’s problem? “No claiming. It’s what happened.”

      “He let you escape? Lame hitman.”

      “I told you the ricochet bullet struck him. He was injured.”

      Kemp stroked his chin, opened the gate, and started for her house. Again, with no instructions to follow him.

      Marlie squirmed against Joel, poking him with her elbow, but instead of putting her down, he hefted her higher.

      The lemon tree still wore a swatch of Marlie’s sweatshirt. It fluttered in the breeze like a truce flag. The closer they got to her back door, the faster her heart pumped.

      “Stay back until I sweep the house.” Kemp drew his duty weapon, twisted the doorknob, stood to one side, and let the door drift open.

      “Corpus Christi PD. Come out with your hands up,” he announced.

      Silence except for the rustle of wind through the palm tree fronds.

      Kemp disappeared inside her house. Two minutes later, he returned, holstering his gun. “All clear.”

      Once inside, Marlie muttered to Joel through clenched teeth. “Put me down, please.”

      He allowed her to slide to the floor, her bottom skimming over his hard, masculine thigh. The glide down his leg took forever, an endless time and space slip.

      She ignored the resulting tingle activated along her nerve endings and turned her back on Joel.

      Her home felt stranger now. No longer a place of refuge. It had been violated. Everywhere she looked, she saw danger lurking.

      Officer Kemp eyeballed her. “You said this unknown assailant shot up your house?”

      “Yes.”

      “Show me.”

      She hurried from her kitchen to the adjoining living area but stopped. Her mouth dropped. Unable to believe her eyes, she blinked and pulled a palm down her face.

      Her coffee table was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Cosmo Villareal loved his new position at the prestigious Office of Navy Intelligence.

      He worked as part of a dedicated team, making a difference in national defense and the lives of his fellow Americans. Nothing was more fulfilling than this ultimate dream job.

      Granted, the work challenged him. The ONI held employees to the highest standards, and he clocked in sixty-hour workweeks, but he’d rather be in D.C. than anywhere on earth, including Corpus, with his best friend.

      Since he’d been away from Corpus, Cosmo realized that Marlie was right. For years, he tried to take their friendship beyond platonic. But she’d resisted. Good call.

      He hated they fought over his employment opportunity. She held wild beliefs about the government but with solid reasons. He left town before resolving things with her. Amends. He needed to make them.

      In the meantime, Treeni Delaney stood in front of him.

      Daring, sharp, pure vixen. Tall, lithe, and muscular. He wouldn’t mind being trapped between her CrossFit thighs. A hellacious beauty with a traffic-stopping face and a body to match. Fluent in eleven languages. Daughter of a high-ranking retired Admiral, who was now running for president. Part Jordanian, half American, dual citizenship, and accord­ing to the office gossip, the best damn spy the U.S. had in the Middle East.

      Smitten from the first day he saw her, Cosmo googled Treeni and learned enough to pique his curiosity. The woman carried many secrets, and he ached to uncover them all.

      Olive-green eyes with an exotic upward tilt inherited from her mother, Nyla, who claimed lineage to the royal family in Jordan. Treeni’s regal nose, a pleasant complement to those striking eyes, drew him in.

      She possessed a teasing smile she wielded like a weapon, silky smooth skin the color of toasted almonds, thick hair she wore in a sleek, straight style, and a deep, midnight voice.

      Treeni was the perfect woman. And boy, howdy, he’d dreamed of her nightly since arriving in town.

      Ha. Don’t forget, out of your league.

      He had not a ghost of a chance with her. She was the darling of the ONI, and not only because her old man was a former director. She’d brought down infamous targets—yes, perhaps using questionable techniques—but she got the job done where few others did.

      But rather than scare him off, her shady reputation fueled his desire. Now, he arrived early every morning to stand at attention beside his desk as she saun­tered into work.

      Today, she strutted her stuff in knee-high black boots, a deep cut, a V-neck blouse, and a chain-mail micro-mini. Fifteen minutes late, as always. Treeni got away with tardiness as much because of her crackerjack spy skills and her stunning beauty as her father’s influence.

      She held two cups. Instead of walking past him as usual with a glib, teas­ing greeting, she sidled over to blast him with a thousand-kilowatt smile.

      Holy smokes!

      He’d fantasized about this moment a hundred times, and his heart somersaulted. He had to be dreaming. The luscious Ms. Delaney, the possible first daughter of the White House, bestowing her attention upon him?

      “‘Mornin’, Cosmo.”

      She remembered his first name! He pressed his hand to his chest, appreciating the quickening thump.

      She rested her shapely butt against his desk and leaned over. She extended one of the coffees toward him.

      A quick glimpse gave him an exceptional view of her cleavage. He snapped his gaze back to her face and found her smirking.

      “You like to stare, huh?”

      “I ... uh ... “ Don’t stutter.

      She kicked a lazy leg back and forth. “Relax, I don’t mind. Ogle to your heart’s content. Here, I brought you an espresso.”

      “Thank you.” He didn’t drink coffee. It made him jit­tery. But Cosmo reached for the cup as if she offered the elixir to immortality.

      Treeni scooted closer, one lean thigh edging over the corner of his desk. “My father tells me you’ve got an IQ over one sixty.”

      He pulled at his buttoned-up collar with a shaky index finger. “Not to brag or anything, it’s one seventy-three.”

      “My, my, my.” She walked two fingers up his tie to the knot. Gulping, he let her stroll all over him. “Aren’t you precise? For the record, I find brainy men hot.”

      Too dazzled to speak, he bobbed his head.

      “My father says you’re quite thorough, and on your first day on the job, you found a computing error that saved the government hundreds of thousands a year.”

      “I try,” Cosmo said, struggling not to blush and worrying his ears flushed florid pink or pearled sweat dotted his upper lip.

      She kept inching nearer until her lush, pouty lips hovered millimeters from his. Her breath was cinnamon-scented and wrapped around him, spicy and alluring. His peripheral vision revealed every eye in the crowded room trained on them. Eyes were always fixed on Treeni.

      “Guess what?” she said. He took it as rhetorical and didn’t respond. “I married the last thorough man my Dad approved of.” Her dark, rich, and exotic laugh filled the air.

      “Y-you have a husband?” he asked, more disappointed than a first grader learning the truth about Santa Claus for the first time from his precocious classmates.

      “Not anymore.” Treeni’s sparkling green eyes twinkled like polished jade. She slid to her feet, unfurled her spine, and gave him a slow wink,

      His hopes rebounded as they stood, the tips of her pointy stiletto boots touching his dress shoes. Her fragrance, a mix of lotus flowers and sweet tangerines, intoxicated him. She hovered, body heat radiating from her in sensuous, undulating waves, melting him like ice cream in the summer sun.

      She lowered her voice to a satiny whisper. “Here’s the deal.”

      “Uh-huh.” He couldn’t think, at least not with anything above the waist. Air shot from his constricted lungs like a lead ball from a cannon.

      “I need a favor.”

      “Sure, Ms. Delaney, whatever you require.”

      “Call me Treeni.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He cleared his scratchy throat devoid of moisture. She flattened him like buttermilk pancakes, but he didn’t care. Better to take a chance and regret it than live with what if? She dipped her French manicured fingernails into her cleavage, fished out a business card, and pressed it into his hand.

      “This is my home address. Arrive at eight o’clock tonight, bring your laptop and work ethic, and please don’t disappoint me, Cosmo.”
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      “So, Nancy Drew…” Officer Kemp grunted at Marlie. “Is it the case of the missing coffee table, or did you make up the assassination attempt? FYI, it’s a crime to file a false police report.”

      Unable to believe her eyes, Marlie turned in a circle in the middle of the living room, arms outstretched. “Where did it go?”

      “Tell the truth. Do you even own a coffee table?”

      She ignored him, trying to figure out what had happened. “Wood chips, bullet casings, must be something…”

      Dropping to her knees, she searched the carpet. From the uniform direction of the pile, the assassin had vacuumed.

      The missing dust bunnies confirmed it.

      Say what you will, he’s tidy. Angelina said.

      Marlie nibbled her chewed thumbnail and sat down hard on her bottom. Desperate for an ally, she looked up at Joel.

      He stood in the corner, eyes sharp and alert, arms crossed over his chest, assessing and analyzing...her.

      The intensity of his gaze sent an involuntary shiver down her spine. What was he thinking? Did he believe her? Or did he side with the skeptical lawman? Maybe he was just plotting a classy exit.

      He held her gaze for a second and then glanced away as if he regretted the small connection.

      All right, then. She was on her own—no problem. She was used to it. Hell, she preferred it that way. She didn’t need anybody, not even Cosmo. She had Angelina.

      But I’m a cartoon character, Angelina pointed out.

      Yeah? So? Marlie was an adult with an imaginary friend. Lifting her chin, she hardened her heart. Never mind the quaking in her knees. She’d survived a lot worse.

      A thought occurred, and she scrambled to her feet. “My bowling ball! Find my bowling ball. The UPS guy shot my bowling ball. That should prove I’m not lying.”

      Kemp and Joel glanced around the room. No bowling ball.

      “Maybe it’s in the kitchen,” Joel said, his voice hinting at something. Was he concerned for her? Or was it an eagerness to help? I’ll go check.”

      “I’ll search the bedroom,” Kemp volunteered and took off down the hall.

      Marlie didn’t like the idea of the cop rummaging around her closet and dresser drawers, but what choice did she have? Too bad Joel wasn’t the one searching her bedroom.

      Do you want him to go through your underwear drawer and find out that you prefer plain cotton undies to sexy lingerie?

      Excellent point. Okay, she didn’t want any men in her bedroom.

      And that’s different from the usual state of affairs… how…?

      Shut up, Angelina. Charlee, Maddie, and Cassie were great, but maybe she did need more flesh-and-blood, IRL friends. And ones who would not deride her taste in under­wear or her lack of a sex life.

      Joel returned from the kitchen, shaking his head. “No bowling ball.”

      But he gave a small smile that lifted her spirits. That fleeting smile revealed something more than neighborly concern. He backed her up.

      You’re into him.

      She was.

      Kemp also returned. “You must have the Bermuda Triangle of living rooms, lady. First, a coffee table, now a bowling ball. Quick, call News 5.”

      Asshole. In high school, likely Kemp was a swaggering jock who terrorized kids from the chess club. Marlie had been in the chess club.

      “No, no.” She struggled to her feet, desperate to put a lid on her escalating fears. “Don’t you understand? The assassin took my things with him. That’s why he didn’t follow me into Joel’s yard. He was disposing of evidence.”

      “Yeah,” Kemp said with an exaggerated eye-roll, “believable.”

      “He took the coffee table, bowling ball, and anything else he might have touched and stuffed it in his UPS truck. Then he vacuumed the wood chips and picked up the bullet casings while Joel patched me up at his house.” She held out her bandaged wrist.

      “An assassin who vacuums? What have you been smokin’? Crack? Snorting coke? Droppin’ acid?”

      “Stuff it where the sun doesn’t shine.” Marlie’s lips said the words, but Angelina’s sass delivered them.

      Joel’s eyebrows shot up, and Marlie swore he grinned. Quick, yes, but unmistakable. There was an unspoken connection in that grin, a shared moment of humor amidst the chaos.

      Mortified, Marlie slapped a hand over her mouth. Way to go, Angelina. Piss off the cop.

      Kemp tugged handcuffs from his hip pocket. “That’s it. You’re going downtown.”

      “Why? What for?” Marlie backed up, fresh fear pulsing through her.

      Hey, maybe jail isn’t a bad idea. The hitman can’t get you in there.

      Like prison wasn’t filled with hit people?

      Joel stepped between them and raised a palm at the patrolman’s chest. The two men stared at each other, gunslingers squaring off on the dusty main street of a one-horse town.

      Marlie half expected to hear the theme from one of those spaghetti westerns her dad had enjoyed. Two alpha dogs warring over the same bone.

      And she felt like the pork chop.

      Joel’s energy permeated the room. Or maybe her perception was skewed. She wasn’t a woman who slipped into lust with a random bare chest, but something about her new neighbor tripped her trigger.

      Not that she was happy about it.

      Maybe it was the combination of whiskey, adrenaline, and sheer terror. She prayed that was the case. Those external things wore off quickly. A severe case of infatuation, however, could last for months.

      “You instigated this, Kemp,” Joel said, his voice low and controlled. “Step off if you don’t want me to report you to the police commissioner, a close family friend.”

      Kemp eyed him. “You know Jonas Barnhill?”

      “Hunt with him every deer season at Rocky Ridge Ranch. Jonas brings the Jim Beam. I bring the sirloins and Sterno.”

      Slam-dunk! Was Joel telling the truth?

      Marlie searched his face, but his eyes remained inscrutable. If he was lying, he was good at it, and she was glad he was on her side.

      Maybe, Angelina said, rather than getting spun up over Mr. Sauntering Sinew and Bulging Biceps, you should ask yourself why he’s on your side.

      Kemp sniffed at Marlie. “She’s been drinking. I smell it on her breath.”

      “I gave her whiskey to calm her nerves. You ever been shot at?” Joel asked.

      One hand on the butt of his holstered gun, cock-of-the-walk stance, Kemp met Joel’s stare. “What’s it to you?”

      “I’m proving a point.”

      “No.” Kemp hung his head. “Never been shot at.”

      “Well, I have.” Joel thrust out his chest and stepped closer. The declaration carried an unspoken weight, asserting his protectiveness over Marlie.

      For real? How? When? Where? Why? Marlie blinked at him. His revelation, proximity, and unwavering stance—everything about him drew her to him despite her best efforts to stay detached.

      “The first thing you need after staring down the barrel of a gun and living to tell the tale is a stiff drink. That’s why I gave Ms. Montague whiskey. She’s stone-cold sober.”

      Marlie’s heart fluttered. Her hero.

      No, no. This guy is not your hero. He’s not your anything. You don’t need a man to defend you.

      “Hey, what are these?” Kemp leaned over to pull research books from the end table.

      He read from the back-cover copy of a book with a lurid cover. Brainwashed by Patriotism, How Cognitive Dissonance Created a Dangerous Cult.

      This was not the first time she had been ridiculed for her interest in conspiracy theories. Occam’s razor aside, she and her family had suffered firsthand from a government cover-up. Dark things did go on, and she strove not to dismiss anything out of hand.

      Kemp tossed that book onto the couch and picked up another one. “Beyond the Veil of Secrecy, Exposing Clandestine Brotherhood Sects.” Kemp howled with laughter. “Learn the truth! Evil lizard people disguised as the monarchy control the world’s banking system.”

      Marlie cringed as he kept reading the back-cover blurbs. Taken out of context, her reading material painted a stark picture of an unbalanced mind.

      “Lady,” Kemp said, dumping the remainder of the books on the floor, “you’re a certified whack job and anti-American to boot.”

      “That’s enough,” Joel barked. “Back off.”

      Marlie’s eyes widened. Next, Kemp would be arresting him.

      Joel doubled up fists hardened into lethal weapons, jaw jutting forward, legs spread shoulder’s width apart. His eyes gray-blue eyes issued a challenge.

      Overcome, she slapped a hand to her heart and felt it pulse harder under her palm. Her circulatory system was getting quite the workout today.

      You’ve found a real alpha male, and he is yummy. Angelina sighed. Lucky you.

      But Marlie didn’t want an alpha male. Alphas scared her. While she admired Joel’s bluntness and bravery, his aggressive style made her want to turtle.

      Joel’s gaze locked with Kemp’s. Even though the officer was taller than Joel, he was overweight and so cocksure that he didn’t recognize his weakness. Joel could take him out clean, and she was scared it might come to blows.

      Marlie glanced from Joel to the policeman and back again.

      Joel shot Kemp the most bloodcurdling, Clint Eastwood, go-ahead-make-my-day scowl Marlie had ever witnessed.

      Kemp backed up, hands raised in surrender. “I’m out of here.”

      “You’re leaving?” Marlie asked. “Just like that?”

      “No evidence a crime was committed.” Officer Kemp edged around Joel and made a break for the front door. “But dare to file another false police report, and you’ll find yourself in jail so fast, your head will explode.”
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        * * *

      

      While Kemp excoriated Marlie, Penelope lay in the trunk of a car, bound, gagged, and terrified.

      A few minutes after she received that cryptic call from the person who uttered the code word she shared with Daniel all those years ago, a man in a ski mask appeared on her front porch.

      He wore mirrored sunglasses, a black hoodie, and combat boots. He clutched a pistol in his hand. She couldn’t see his face, and instant goosebumps coated her body.

      Was he connected to Daniel somehow? But who and why? If he had a message from her late husband, why had he waited fifteen years to deliver it? Why not just tell her over the phone?

      Terrified, she tried to slam the door, but he stuck his leg inside and blocked her.

      Shrieking, she turned to run, but he grabbed hold of the back of her shirt and hauled her back to him.

      He hooked his arm around her neck and pressed the gun barrel against her temple.

      “Please,” she begged. “Don’t kill me. I have a daughter who needs me.”

      He didn’t say a word. He muscled her out the back door toward an older gray sedan parked on the beach behind her house, the trunk hanging open. The second she spotted the gaping trunk, she fought, elbowing him in the ribs and stomping his instep.

      They shuffled. He won. Grunting, he tightened his grip and dragged her to the car.

      She pleaded with him to let her go, but he was unmoved. He was too strong for her. She scanned the beach, but no one was out.  She opened her mouth to scream, but he anticipated her move and transferred his arm from her throat to slap his gloved palm over her mouth. She couldn’t even bite him through the leather. In the end, she gave up the fight.

      At the sedan, he pulled her hands behind her and tied her wrists with a soft fiber rope—kind of him not to use cable ties—but then he gagged her with a bandana that smelled of motor oil.

      Yet, his touch was surprisingly gentle as he guided her into the trunk. He hadn’t uttered a word the entire time.

      They’d been driving for at least twenty minutes, and she had no idea where he was taking her or what her fate would be. She took small comfort that if he’d wanted her dead, he would have killed her already.

      But who was he, and what did he want from her? It had to do with that phone call. She was sure of it. But for now, she had more questions than answers.
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      Marlie spun around and growled at Joel. “Why did you do that?”

      “Do what?” he asked, surprised by the intensity flashing in her gorgeous eyes.

      “Butt into my business. I didn’t need your meddling interference.”

      “Yeah? Then why did you break into my house?” 

      “Your place was handy. Nothing to do with you.”

      “No? Why not break into your other neighbor’s house?”

      “Mrs. Whittaker is an eighty-three-year-old widow and half-blind. I didn’t want the assassin coming after her.”

      Joel realized now why Marlie jumped on him rather than thanking him. She was scared spitless, but loathed showing it. The telltale pulse throbbing at the hollow of her throat gave her away.

      Dobbs had to be wrong about her involvement in anti-government activities. Despite her kooky conspiracy theory books, she came across as sincere if somewhat naïve.

      “You had no right to interfere between me and Officer Kemp.”

      Joel raised stop sign palms. “Excellent point, and I shouldn’t have overstepped on your behalf without your permission.”

      “Darn straight.” She flicked an errant lock of hair from her face.

      “You don’t need some stranger telling you what to do.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You’re an independent woman living well on her own.”

      She scowled. “Now you’re patronizing me.”

      “I’m not, I promise, but I do apologize,” he said.

      “What? I didn’t catch what you said.” She cupped a hand around her ear and flashed a grin.

      Apologies weren’t his thing, but if she needed it... “Please forgive me for sticking my nose where it didn’t belong.”

      “Well, you were just trying to help.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why would you defend me to Kemp?”

      “You mean besides the fact he’s a giant asshole?”

      “Ah, can’t have two bulls in the same pasture, huh?”

      “That’s not it. The cop reminds me of one dickhead stepfather too many. Bullies like him are cowards. They’re afraid of getting pushed around, so they do the pushing first.”

      He recalled his father, who hesitated on the courthouse steps during the divorce hearing, never finding the courage to enter the building. Deirdre’s expensive lawyer mopped the courtroom in Gus’s absence, and the judge granted his mother full custody. He and Gus had a dicey relationship ever since. His father hadn’t fought to stay in his life, and Joel resented him for it.

      He batted the thoughts away. What made him think about his father now?

      “Stepfathers?” she asked. “How many?”

      “More than two.” Joel wished he hadn’t said a word about his upbringing. He wasn’t one of those people who whined about a rough childhood, and he didn’t like the “you-poor-baby-tell-me-all-your-troubles” expression in Marlie’s eyes.

      She let it go, though, not asking for details, which surprised him, but he was grateful. When women found out he came from multiple broken homes, they wanted to mother him. But not Treeni. Perhaps that’s why he married her. Not a maternal bone in her body.

      “Your mom?” she asked.

      “What about her?”

      “Is she still living?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Married now?”

      “Thankfully, single. She lives in Sedona.”

      “Got any siblings?”

      Why did she care? “Something like twelve step-brothers and sisters, none biological. I don’t have a relationship with any of them.”

      “I see.”

      How about you?” he asked, remembering he was supposed to be her next-door neighbor. He already knew the answer. She was an only child like him.

      “Just me and my mom.”

      “What happened to your dad?”

      “Was your story about knowing the police commissioner true?” she asked, changing the topic.

      He grinned. “Not a word of it.”

      “Do you lie often?”

      “Only when necessary.”

      “I don’t like liars. Can’t trust ‘em.” She tilted her perky head and studied him through narrowed eyes. “I suppose I was rude to you.”

      “You had a right. You had a massive scare.”

      “You believe me?”

      “I have no clue what happened here, but I believe you believe it.” Joel scratched his jaw.

      “He shot at me. I didn’t hallucinate.” 

      “Never said you did.”

      “Your face hardened when Kemp dragged out my books, and I figured out what you were thinking.”

      “So now you’re a mind reader?”

      “Just so you know, I don’t buy into all those conspiracy theories. They’re research for the comics I illustrate and write.” She moved to the end table and started stacking the upended tomes. “I’m not delusional.”

      He picked up a book Kemp left on the floor and passed it to her. “But you do value some of them.”

      “I take nothing on faith.” She shelved the book.

      “Caution has merits,” he said.

      “Try telling it to the rest of the world.” She finished her task and dusted her fingertips together.

      “Considering what happened, you shouldn’t stay here alone tonight. Do you have someplace to go?”

      She nodded. “My mother’s house.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Thank you for everything. You’ve been kind…and tolerant.” She moved toward the door. “I appreciate it.”

      “I’m being dismissed?”

      “I’d like to be alone now. Goodbye.”

      “All right, I’m leaving, but if you need anything, holler.”

      “Thanks.” Her smile tightened.

      He spied longing in her eyes. She ached to trust him but couldn’t bring herself to take that leap. Getting close to her would take time— lots of time—time he didn’t possess. He had to speed up their bond and overcome her fears, but how?

      Leaving via the backyard gate, he paused in the narrow strip of lawn between her house and his. Part of him admired her internal vigilance, but another part chafed. He was unaccustomed to working this hard to prove himself. Usually, when he cocked a grin, women melted.

      Not this one.

      Marlie presented a challenge. She required a more significant push, an added incentive to rush into his arms and ask him to slay her dragons.

      Lucky for her, he thrived on challenges. What could force her to ask for his help?

      He ran several options through his mind but discarded them for taking too long.

      She would need a ride to her mother’s house if her car wouldn’t run. His plot was sneaky and underhanded. He didn’t like scaring her, but sometimes, a guy had to make a judgment call.

      Joel sauntered over to Marlie’s Prius. He cast a glimpse around the neighborhood. No one was nearby. He darted a glance back at her front door. The blinds closed.

      He crouched at the side of the Toyota, facing away from Marlie’s house, and removed the valve stem cap from her rear tire. He found a twig in the grass and broke it into four sections. He lodged one piece of twig against the core to flatten the tire and replaced the cap. He repeated the procedure with the three other tires.

      Feeling like a scoundrel, Joel straightened, glanced around to see if anyone spotted him, then strolled home. He’d done what he had to do. No guilt allowed.

      The next step was to figure out what had happened over there.

      Three minutes later, he settled into the chair in front of the security monitor set up in the spare bedroom and ran the recording back to fifteen minutes before she broke into his house.

      On Camera One, he zeroed in on her empty living room. No different on the color camera than in person.

      Black faux-leather couch with white throw pillows. Alabaster wicker rocking chair with ebony cushions. Ivory carpet, black-lacquered end tables. Black-and-white-striped curtains. The lampshades were yin and yang symbols. The effect created an atmosphere of distance and aloofness. Marlie Montague isolated herself in her house, her loneliness palpable in her black and white decor.

      He switched to Camera Two, mounted in the air vent in her kitchen. The room resembled a 1950s diner with the black-and-white-checked linoleum flooring and the chrome dining table. The countertops were black granite, and the cabinetry was painted a high-gloss pure white. The appliances were black except for the stainless-steel refrigerator. He liked the art déco style, but this room lacked warmth.

      Joel returned to Camera One and eyed the coffee table. Yep, whole and unharmed. He fast-forwarded the recording.

      Here came Marlie on-screen. She trotted to the door, stood on tiptoe, and peered through the peephole. She hesitated and stepped back, mumbling to herself.

      But there was no audio.

      Suddenly, the camera went black as if it had been switched off at its source. He futzed with the controls.

      Nothing. 

      He changed the batteries in the remote. 

      Nada. 

      He jiggled the cords to ensure they hadn’t come unplugged, but the screen remained blank. He switched inputs. 

      Zip.

      He triple-checked everything, but the problem wasn’t with his equipment. Someone tampered with the camera. Had the assassin used some specialized electronic device to turn off the camera outside the house?

      Or had Marlie deactivated it herself? Implying she knew she was under surveillance, was a talented actress, and the girl-next-door persona was nothing but an act.
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        * * *

      

      When her mother didn’t answer her phone, Marlie flipped out. She tried calling Charlee to ask her PI’s friend for advice but got her voicemail. She was probably out on a case.

      She paced the living room, rebuttoning the shirt she’d misbuttoned before, wincing against the pain in her wrist and conjuring every imaginable horror. In her primary scenario, the hit man left Marlie’s house, motored over, and murdered Mom.

      Why would he want to kill your mother? Angelina asked.

      Reasonable question. “I dunno. Why was he trying to kill me?”

      Several options.

      “Yeah?”

      What if it’s the guy who wrote you the latest death threat? ‘Love America or die, bitch.’ Weren’t those his exact words?

      Marlie thought back to the chilling letter she received mere days before. The letters were cut out from magazines and pasted together like something from a D-grade thriller.

      “Something along those lines, yes. What if it’s not the eloquent letter writer?”

      Maybe you finally hit upon a true conspiracy theory.

      What if she had? But which conspiracy theory? Had the government been hiding space aliens in plain sight since Roswell? Were lizard people in control of the banking system? Had LBJ hired sharpshooters to gun down JFK in the motorcade because he wanted to sleep with Jackie?

      Oh, shit. Oh, shit. Oh, shit.

      Try your mother one more time before you lose it.

      Okay, okay. Marlie took a deep breath and picked up the phone. There was an odd rustling on the line, and her stomach roiled.

      Was her phone tapped?

      But how? She took every precaution. She kept her phone updated, didn’t use call forwarding, installed a VPN and anti-malware, and deleted outdated apps every month. Her only security weakness? She had a cheap phone instead of a high-tech one.

      Compelled by years of conspiracy theory thinking, Marlie put her phone on airplane mode. Cosmo indoctrinated her in electronic spyware after they met at a convention where Marlie was researching “KGB Killers Gone Capitalist” for comic book number thirteen.

      All the breath left her body. Sucker-punched. Here, the thing she spent half her life fearing, her privacy violated, her home and her sanctuary encroached. No safe place.

      She had to go. Had to find Mom.

      She left her phone, grabbed her purse, and rushed into the twilight.

      At this hour, her neighborhood gave off delicious aromas. Sautéing onions, grilling meats, and roasting garlic mingled with the scent of delivery pizza called in by parents too weary to cook.

      Marlie eyed the Domino’s guy as he drove the cul-de-sac. He’d brought many extra-cheese pepperoni pies to her front door in the last few months, but she never learned his name. He didn’t make eye contact as he motored past, and she let out her held breath when his car turned off Oleander Circle.

      Anxiety pushed at her like an open palm. In a rush, she unlocked the Prius’s driver’s side door, tossed her purse inside…and spotted the flat tires.

      Pancakes. All of them. 

      Four flats?

      She bent to examine the tires. It was no coincidence. Someone had leaked the air out. But who? And why?

      How long had they been flat? Minutes? Hours? Days?

      She hadn’t been out of the house since her bowling league on Wednesday night. Had the assassin deflated her tires before he came to the door, hoping to prevent her getaway? 

      With a gulp, she cast another glance around the neighborhood.

      Nothing out of the ordinary. Nine-year-old Jenna Knightly twirled her baton in her front yard across the street, and two houses down, a group of teenage boys shot hoops in the driveway. Were the flats just kids up to skulduggery?

      She wasn’t taking any chances. Marlie marched inside the house, retrieved a sandwich baggy from the pantry, slid on a pair of yellow kitchen gloves, and stalked back outside.

      Fear curled around her heart when she found the broken pieces of twig wedged against the valve cores. Actual proof of sabotage made it too real. She’d been spied on, bugged, and targeted. Marlie stuffed all four valve stem caps and the twig pieces into the baggy.

      “Gotcha, you bastard.”

      Except the assassin had been wearing gloves. Her triumph sagged. Marlie almost threw the baggy away, but this evidence was her only hope of discovering who vandalized her tires.

      She returned to the house, took off the gloves, went to her office, and wrote Cosmo a brief email explaining why she needed his help. Praying he would agree to have the twigs and valve stems for dusted prints, she added a heartfelt apology for how she acted when he told her he was moving to Maryland for the job with ONI.

      Mending fences. Cosmo would do anything for her. Even if he were miffed, she hadn’t supported his career decision. How shortsighted. She’d been a lousy friend.

      Slipping the note and baggy into an express mail envelope, she slapped on the over-priced stamp. She kept express mail packaging supplies on hand. She trotted out­side to drop the envelope in her mailbox and raise the red flag, but a voice from the gathering gloom reached out and slid an invisible hand up her spine.

      “Need a ride?”

      She jerked her head up.

      He lounged with one shoulder propped against her garage door, his sneaker-clad feet crossed at the ankles. He was the picture of a classic rebel—sex, muscles, and attitude.

      Where had his G.I. Joe posture gone? Was he trying to be provocative? Doing his best bad-boy imitation?

      What was he doing here? How did he know someone flattened her tires?

      He didn’t move and kept lounging as if he didn’t have the skeletal structure to hold himself upright. He said nothing else. Shadows cloaked his face. His expression was enigmatic, but the tilt of his head left no doubt in her mind he was assessing her.

      Marlie raised a hand to her throat. She hadn’t yet changed from her black track pants and the white dress shirt he gave her to wear when she burst into his house.

      “You need a ride?” Joel said again in a deep-throated drawl, which made her forget everything else.

      A defense mechanism. Her mind shut down on information overload. With so many dreadful, frightening things to think about, her focus narrowed.

      On her breath. 

      On this man striding toward her.

      He moved with a controlled, no-nonsense stride. The way of the warrior. The prowl of a protector. The gait of a guardian. He appeared both a sinner and a savior.

      She could make out his features now. Sinister, yes, but somehow soothing, too—the hollows below his high cheekbones, angular jaw, and tanned skin.

      He stepped on the porch beside her, crowding her space, and Marlie gulped, disoriented by his nearness and the strange feelings he stirred. 

      “You need a ride.” This time a statement, not a question. “I was out for a walk and saw the tires.”

      She wanted to say no, to refuse his offer. She would call an Uber.

      On what? Your bugged phone?

      But she knew little about him and didn’t take rides from strangers.

      He reached out a hand and cupped it under her elbow but stopped short of touching her. His potent, masculine energy jumped off him in a thousand different directions.

      His eyes met hers. Trust me.

      Wasn’t this what the serpent said to Eve when he tempted her with a juicy Red Delicious? But if he wanted her dead, he could have already killed her.

      Marlie gritted her teeth. “I do need a ride.”
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      A minute later, Marlie clung to the passenger-side door handle of Joel’s souped-up muscle car, prepared to fling her body from the moving vehicle if he made any untoward moves.

      Hell, yes, she was suspicious, but she almost got murdered today. 

      Stealthily, she unbuckled her seat belt in case she needed to jump out. She wasn’t letting her guard down, no sirree Bob, not for a second.

      “May we drive by the post office?” She held up the envelope addressed to Cosmo. “I need to overnight this.”

      “Sure thing,” he said, agreeable enough for now.

      She eyeballed him as he detoured, and a few minutes later, they dropped her letter in the express mailbox. She gave him directions to her mother’s beachside bungalow on the shores of North Padre Island. 

      Silence stretched out so long it unnerved her. He was the strong, silent type, and she was shy around strangers. All kinds of “what ifs” crowded in until her brain jammed like a VW Beetle stuffed with second-year college kids trying to break the Guinness Book World record for the most sophomores in a subcompact.

      What if Joel was a covert government operative sent to spy on her? What if he was a space alien in disguise, Men In Black style? What if he and the assassin tag-teamed her? What if he was driving her to her doom?

      What if?

      Okay, she must stop this or drive herself insane.

      “What do you do for a living?” Marlie asked, grasping for something to fill the awkwardness.

      “What’s your guess?” He slid her an assessing glance.

      “You Navy or something?”

      “What makes you think I’m military?”

      “You have a tilty cock to your walk,” she said. 

      He grinned. “Tilty cock?”

      “Cocky tilt. I meant cocky tilt.” Oh, God. Marlie’s face flamed. Distressed, she wanted to crawl into a fetal position and breathe her last.

      His eyes gleamed with amusement and something else—something sultry and heavy…sensual. Was it desire? For her? Marlie gulped. 

      Joel winked. “Classic Freudian slip.”

      “Listen, buddy, buzz off with your pop psychology.” Geez. She was unaccustomed to unabashed masculine appraisal, and she wasn’t sure how to handle it.

      “Why didn’t you guess actuary?” he asked.

      “Have you ever met an actuary?”

      “No.”

      “You don’t meet the profile. You? Behind a desk? Not hardly.”

      “What? I could be a geek.”

      “Not with that body.”

      “Geeks work out.”

      “Are you a geek?”

      “No, but I could be if I wanted.” He turned by the KFC on the corner, and her stomach rumbled at the smell of fried chicken.

      She was starving, but they didn’t have time for fast food, and Mom would have snacks. “You couldn’t. It’s genetically impossible.”

      “Because I have muscles?”

      “Everyone had muscles. Yours are cultivated. Meaning you value physical strength more than mental.”

      “That’s a radical assumption. I value both equally.”

      “Don’t get defensive. It’s not a bad thing. Physical strength has its uses.”

      “Are you saying I’m dumb?”

      “I wouldn’t say that. I don’t know you, but if you think the shoe fits…” She shrugged, enjoying their banter. It took her mind off the hitman for a few minutes.

      He guffawed and turned onto her mother’s bucolic street. Marlie’s shoulders sagged in relief. She would be rid of him soon. Yay!

      “Third house on the left.” She pointed.

      Overhead, graceful gulls circled, making one last pass over the tidewater before settling in for the night. A brown pelican roosting on a pylon gulped down a fat grouper. Despite the lingering rush hour traffic, they made excellent time.

      Marlie had the car door open before he pulled to a complete stop. She wanted out of here.

      “Whoa, where’s the five-alarm?”

      “You don’t have to come inside. I’ll be fine. Thanks for the ride.”

      ‘What? I can’t meet the amazing woman who raised such a fierce daughter. Are you ashamed of me?”

      Fierce? You? Angelina giggled.

      “No.” She surprised herself by smiling back. “Too afraid my mother will play matchmaker. I’ve never brought a guy home before.”

      “Ever?” Joel arched an eyebrow.

      “Well, Cosmo.” She pushed her glasses up on her nose. “But he doesn’t count.”

      “Why not?” 

      “We’re just friends.”

      “How come you’ve never brought home a date?”

      She shrugged.

      “You can’t tell me you’ve never had a boyfriend because I’m not buying it. A woman as cute as you? Guys must be knocking down your door.”

      Cute.

      The word she hated. She supposed he thought he’d complimented her. People often called her cute, adorable, or cuddly, while Marlie yearned for the beauty of a statuesque goddess like Helen of Troy rather than a Keebler elf.

      Yeah, well, sinners in hell want ice water.

      “Believe it or not, when you’re cute, guys are more likely to ask you to bake them chocolate chip cookies or babysit their dog instead of a date.”

      “Stupid guys.” He shook his head.

      Another hot flush bathed her face. Why did she have to blush?

      Joel waited, saying nothing.

      Not knowing why she did, Marlie said, “Mom is desperate for me to find true love.”

      “Anxious for grandkids?”

      “More than that. She’s convinced I’m missing out on something spectacular by not being attached at the hip to some guy. She and my father shared a unique bond. They were soul mates. If you believe in that sort of stuff.”

      “You don’t?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I witnessed what happened to my parents’ storybook fairytale.” 

      “Nasty divorce?”

      “No, Dad died when I was eleven.”

      Why was she running off at the mouth and telling him private things? This wasn’t like her. What was it about the gorgeous hunk beside her that loosened her lips? Why didn’t she leap out of the car, tell him thanks for the lift, and sprint into her mother’s house?

      “I’m sorry that happened to you,” he said. “How did he die?’

      Surprised by his sincerity, Marlie raised her head and stared at him.

      Keep your mouth zipped. Don’t say another word.

      “My father’s best friend murdered him. Mom never got over it.”

      “Wow,” he said but didn’t ask for the gory details. “That must have been hard.”

      He reached out, and his light touch stroked her hand momentarily, then pulled away. The tender gesture touched her. Thank God, he moved his hand before she burst into tears.

      “What about you? How did your father’s death affect you?” 

      Marlie snorted to keep from crying. She had already broken down one time too many times in front of him. “It makes me veer away from soul mates. Who needs the heartache?”

      “Hmmm.”

      “What? You think it’s wrong I avoid pain when loss is the inevitable conclusion of love?”

      “No, it’s a shame you’ve given up on romance.”

      “You’ve been in love before?” 

      “Yes.”

      “And you got your heart broken?” 

      “I got my heart crushed.”

      “And the agony was worth it?”

      “Oh, yeah.” 

      “How many times have you been in love?” 

      “Just the once.”

      “And you’re willing to try again?”

      “I’d give it another shot with the right person. Why not? That’s what life is about.”

      “Masochist.”

      “Hey, at least I’m swinging for the bleachers. Come on, tell the truth. You’ve never been in love?”

      “Well… I had a mad crush on a boy when I was a kid. Does that count?”

      “How young?”

      “Five.”

      “Who’d you have the crush on?”

      “As it happens, the son of the man who murdered my father.”

      “What?!” Joel coughed as if he had swallowed hot soup wrong.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “Fine,” he said, but his tense voice sounded tight.

      Marlie eyed him. What was going on?

      “Go on,” he said.

      “I had the biggest crush on J. J., but that was long before his dad killed mine. J. J. was five years older than me. His parents forced him to play with me, and I was besotted. He was so cute. Tall and dark-haired, and he had these amazing gray-blue eyes, just like yours. He kept baseball cards in his back pocket and loved quoting stats. I pretended to like baseball and rooted for his favorite team, the Texas Rangers.”

      Was that why Joel intrigued her? Because on a subconscious level, with his chestnut hair and dazzling eyes, he reminded her of J. J.

      “Whatever happened to the kid?”

      Marlie shrugged. “I dunno. His parents divorced, and his mom got full custody. They moved away. Haven’t thought of him in years.”

      “No,” he said.

      “No, what?”

      “Your crush doesn’t count as being in love. You were too young.”

      “In my five-year-old brain, the emotions were intense.”

      She remembered how J.J. had given her piggyback rides up and down the sandy beach that summer. And how the July sun warmed her face, how light her heart soared whenever he was around. She thought about the time he stood up for her when a couple of young bullies tried to take her ice cream cone on the boardwalk, and he grew ten feet tall in her mind that day.

      She stared out the window at her mother’s house, every bulb in the cottage illuminated. Odd. Mom was frugal. She always turned off the lights before leaving the room.

      “Marlie? You okay?” He touched her again, firmer and lingering as his calloused thumb brushed against her knuckles.

      She jerked her hand away and stared into the turbulent depths of his stormy eyes. Startled, she dropped her gaze.

      “I’ll walk you to the door.”

      “No need.” 

      She was out of the vintage Mustang, but so was Joel. And he was already halfway around the car. Lovely. Before she could tell him to beat it, he locked his fingers around her elbow and escorted her up the walkway.

      Heaven help her. She didn’t mind.

      Dusk darkened to full night. The outdoor security lamp flickered on, adding to the electric glow from her mother’s bungalow. The house squatted on a sandy bluff overlooking the Gulf of Mexico. The decadent air was thick with the fragrance of salty ocean and the sound of the restless surf crashing against the shore.

      Fear bloomed on her tongue, sharp and sour. Something was wrong. Her mother would never leave all the lights burning. Marlie broke from Joel’s grip and jogged to the porch. She jiggled the knob, and the door flew open.

      She peered inside. Mom’s immaculate house lay trashed. Pictures ripped from the beige walls, furniture overturned, papers scattered across the floor. She recoiled at the sight, turning to bury her face against Joel’s chest for a few deep breaths before peeking again. 

      His muscular arms slipped around her waist, holding her close, steady. His masculine scent invaded her, and she jumped back from his simple comfort, rattled to her core. 

      Panicked, Marlie tossed her crossbody purse onto the kitchen counter and tore through the rooms, screaming her mother’s name, cringing at each new scene of destruction.

      She found a shattered mirror in the bathroom and smashed clay planters in the sunroom. In her mother’s bedroom, they discovered dear family photographs strewn everywhere—some torn, some stepped on, several ruined.

      Marlie let out an ear-piercing shriek that stretched into an aching, keen and dropped to her knees on the carpet. She snatched up the precious pictures and clutched them to her chest with trembling fingers.

      Joel crouched beside her and placed a soothing hand on her right shoulder.

      Stop relying on this man. You can’t trust him. 

      She wrenched from his gentle touch, inconsolable.  She glanced down. A dark stain on the rug, with several bright droplets leading away from the spot.

      Blood.
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      Not knowing how to soothe Marlie, Joel left her grieving over family photographs, went to his car, retrieved the silver flask he kept in his glove compartment for emergencies, brought it back, and shoved it under her nose. 

      “Drink this.”

      She put up a hand. “I don’t want any.”

      “Do you have to argue with me on everything?”

      “What is it with you and whiskey? Do you need a twelve-step program?”

      “C’mon, just drink it.” He let out a growl.

      Guilt clutched him. He had no clue what happened to Penelope Montague, but he feared the worst. He was still unnerved after Marlie’s story of crushing on him when she was a kid. What would she say if she found out his identity?

      J. J. Hunter all grown up. Would she be so fond of him now?

      “Drink.” He figured if he could anger her, it would get her mind off her mother for a few minutes.

      The ploy worked but backfired.

      “You want me to drink it? Fine.” She shot to her feet, fire blazing in her eyes. She slung the photographs onto the bed and snatched the flask from his hand.

      He admired her spunk and loved how it showed up under pressure. Whether she realized it or not, she was a woman to count on.

      Marlie twisted the cap from the flask and took a long gulp. Coughing, she brought a hand to her mouth. Her face reddened, but when Joel reached for the flask, she batted his arm away and took another swig.

      “Easy.”

      “You want me calm?” She took a third swallow.

      “Marlie...” He held out his palm. She frightened him now. “Give me the flask.”

      Her face went from beet red to lime green. She groaned and splayed a hand over her belly. Damn. He was standing between her and the bathroom. 

      He jumped aside, and she made it to the toilet in time. Her retching stirred his sympathy. She kept heaving long after the alcohol emptied from her stomach. 

      Aw, hell. Poor kid. He owed her since this was his fault.

      Joel stepped to the bathroom cupboard, found a washcloth, doused it in cool water, and squatted beside her. He lifted her chin, brushed her hair off her forehead, and bathed her face.

      God, he was an overbearing ass, pushing too hard, forgetting adversity didn’t bring out the best in everyone the way it did him.

      She rocked back on her heels. Pressing the back of a hand against her mouth, she glowered. “Happy now?”

      He brought her a plastic mouthwash cap from the bottle perched on the bathroom sink. Apologies didn’t come easy for Joel. “I—I’m sorry.”

      Bam! 

      In unison…they jumped at a loud crash from another room. 

      Their eyes met, and the silent question arced unspoken between them. Was someone else in the house?

      “Your mom gotta cat?” he whispered.

      She shook her head, and her eyelids popped, pupils constricted. “The assassin!”

      Seconds later, the kitchen smoke alarm shrieked.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The bouncy hip-hop sound of the Black-Eyed Peas vibrated from behind the green door of Treeni’s trendy Georgetown condo. Cosmo stood on her front stoop, his laptop in one hand, a boxed cheesecake tied with a pink ribbon in the other.

      He considered bringing flowers, but no, too traditional for a woman like Treeni. He decided on the cheesecake because he lived two blocks from a bakery, and besides, who didn’t love cheesecake?

      Cosmo was so excited about seeing her tonight that he made a couple of mistakes at work, his first since starting at ONI. Nothing major, but his boss commented on the errors. 

      As he left for the day, Chief Peterson stopped by his desk and said, “Don’t let Treeni Delaney ruin you too, Villareal.”

      “What does that mean, sir?” he asked.

      “Just be careful. She’s destroyed braver men than you,” Peterson said and walked away.

      Cosmo took a deep breath and raised his fist to the door, but Treeni yanked it open from inside before he could knock.

      “Get in here.” She grabbed him by the belt loop and tugged him over the threshold.

      Her touch was an electrical current, shocking him. He glanced over his shoulder as she slammed the door behind him.

      ‘’Were you followed?” She lifted back the Roman shade and peered out at the street.

      “Followed?” Cosmo blinked.

      She wore slinky fire-engine-red lingerie and matching mules with feathers. Her hair was down and loose, cascading over her shoulders in thick, chestnut waves. Cosmo swallowed as his gaze fixed on her bottom. Her attire left no doubt as to her intentions. She planned seduction. 

      Treeni turned back, letting the shade drop. “Did you make sure no one followed you?”

      “No. Was I supposed to?”

      “You work for ONI. You’re always supposed to check for a tail. Didn’t they teach you anything in basic training?” Treeni peered at him as if he was a Labrador retriever. 

      “I’m a civilian.” Cosmo shook his head. “Not a Navy spy.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You’re vulnerable, too.”

      Was she kidding? He wasn’t the best with social clues. Cosmo stared at her, not knowing what to say.

      “ONI doesn’t joke,” she said. “Don’t doubt it for a minute.”

      “Who’s watching me?”

      “Not you. They’re watching me,” Treeni said.

      “And ‘they’ are...?”

      Sighing, Treeni rolled her eyes. “My father’s minions.”

      “Why?” Cosmo asked.

      “Dad’s bid for the presidency is a royal pain in my butt. He’s got his yes-men out making sure I don’t embarrass him.” Her tone changed when she caught sight of the box he held. “Oh, you brought me a cheesecake. How sweet. What kind didja buy?”

      “Turtle.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Yum, my fave.” She took the box into the kitchen. 

      Cosmo followed her, still embodying a Labrador. 

      She waved at her kitchen table. “You can set up.”

      He booted up his computer and gazed at her for further instructions. What was going on here? Was this a date or not? He eyed her sizzling attire. She dressed for a hot time, but why did she ask him to bring his laptop?

      A thought occurred. Did she enjoy having sex on camera? He hadn’t bargained for such adventures. 

      Don’t let Treeni Delaney ruin you, too.

      “You’re curious,” Treeni said. 

      “Well, yeah. What’s this about?”

      “You’ll see.”

      While he set up his laptop, she uncorked a bottle of Moscato and poured two glasses. 

      She brought the dessert wine to the table along with an enormous slice of cheesecake and two forks, positioned the dessert plate between them, and scooted her chair close.

      Her exotic scent scrambled his brain. Her elbow rested an inch from his. He would touch her if he moved his arm to reach for a fork, the thing he had dreamed of doing since he first set eyes on her.

      The chemical roller-coaster ride carried him over rickety wooden tracks. He ached to blend with her, to mate and mix their genetic codes.

      God, he was so hard. Miserable with lust for her and loving every second.

      “Log on to ONI’s Intranet,” she said.

      Cosmo studied her, his heart thumping. “Are we up to something illegal?”

      “Define illegal.” 

      “You want me to hack the ONI?”

      She grinned. “Yep. Does it scare you off?”

      He grinned back. He didn’t care. “I live to hack.”

      “It’s how you got your job at the ONI.” 

      “You’ve done your research.”

      “You’re not the only one who’s thorough, Cosmo Villareal.”

      “What are we hacking?”

      “My father’s personal journal entries.” 

      “Do I sense an Electra complex?”

      “Freud was full of crap on so many levels, but my father and I do have an adversarial relationship. Electra enough for you?”

      “Am I going to lose my job over this?” Cosmo wasn’t sure a night with the sexiest woman he ever shared cheesecake with was worth losing his job over, but it came close.

      “Not if you’re as slick as everyone says you are.” 

      ‘’Are you using me?” he asked her.

      “What do you think?” Treeni sliced off a chunk of cheesecake with a fork, leaned over, and touched it against his lower lip. “Come on, Cos.” The fork dangled. “Take a walk on the wilder side.” 

      With a sultry glance, she offered him eternal damnation. And like Adam to Eve’s fabled apple, Cosmo bit.
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      Dear God. What now?

      The plastic cap of mouthwash Joel brought her dropped from Marlie’s trembling hand.

      “Stay here.” He whipped a gun from the waistband of his pants.

      Marlie’s eyes widened. He had a weapon! Who was this guy? And what had she gotten herself into?

      Why, oh, why had she gotten into his car? Why hadn’t she listened to her gut? She didn’t need him. She could take care of herself. She had pepper spray in her purse and smoke bombs...

      Um, yeah. Smoke bombs.

      “Hold on a minute! “ she shouted above the screaming smoke alarm, grabbing Joel’s belt loop to get his attention.

      He glanced at her over his shoulder, his mouth taut. “What is it?

      “The noise might have been my purse falling off the bar. I just tossed it up there, and it landed half on, half off.”

      “And this stuff?” he asked, tendrils of smoke invading the bathroom.

      “The smoke bomb must have detonated when my purse fell off the counter. The bombs are old. They’re left over from the Iraq war.”

      “You carry smoke bombs around in your purse?”

      Marlie shrugged. “What can I say? I’m always prepared.”

      “Prepared for what?”

      “You can never tell when you’ll run into a riot or need to create a smoke screen so you can escape.”

      “Escape from what?”

      “Kidnappers, hired assassins, government operatives, the usual suspects.”

      “You’re an odd duck.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      “Where did you find smoke bombs?”

      “They belonged to my dad, the navy captain. That’s why they’re old.”

      “I’ll check. You stay put.” Hunkering in a walking crouch, Joel scuttled from the bathroom.

      Marlie drew her knees to her chest and clamped her hands over her ears to shut up the loud noise. She couldn’t process that Joel carried a concealed weapon. Fear danced in her gut.

      Who the hell was he?

      Until he appeared on her front porch this afternoon, her life—except for her tiff with Cosmo and an occasional death threat or two from disgruntled wackos--had been perfectly normal.

      Okay, not normal in the traditional sense of the word, and not so perfect either. What wasn’t he not telling her? Was Joel somehow tied to all of this?

      He is Johnny-on-the-spot, Angelina said. Be careful.

      “I thought you liked him.”

      I do, but it’s unwise to trust strangers. Gorgeous, strangers in particular. Now go find out what he’s up to.

      “He said to stay here.”

      And you’re listening?

      The smoke in the bathroom grew thicker and darker. Marlie grabbed hold of the towel rack and pulled herself to her feet.

      She crept into the bedroom. More smoke billowed in from the hallway. Coughing, she dropped to her knees and crawled for the door. A soft hiss passed her lips.

      “Joel,” she called out, “where are you?”

      Smoke rushed into her lungs. Her vision clouded, her nose burned, and her eyes watered. Choked.

      Leave. Now.

      But what about Joel? In the narrow hallway, she staggered to her feet, calling his name and sucking in more smoke. Her coughing worsened, her lungs fighting to expel the pollutant. This was no smoke bomb.

      Keep moving. Angelina’s voice guided. You can do it.

      Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she blinked hard, trying to clear her blurry vision.

      “Joel!”

      She staggered into the living room. The front door was a few yards away, but her legs wobbled heavy, mired in invisible syrup, and her head floated as light as pink cotton candy. She tripped over something and stumbled.

      Her purse!

      Amid the swirling smoke, she searched for it, found the strap, and hooked it around her neck.

      You can make it, Angelina said. You already escaped a hitman today.

      Marlie dragged her weary body to the door by sheer mental will, grabbed the heated knob, and twisted.

      Locked.

      No!

      Panic was a living thing clawing at her chest. Out, out! Get out! Her fingers grappled for the locking mechanism. She flipped it to the unlocked position and tried the knob again, but it still wouldn’t budge.

      She yanked harder. Someone had tampered with the locks, sealing them inside and setting fire to the place.

      Someone intent on killing them both.
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      Amid the heavy smoke, Joel caught Marlie and threw her over his shoulder. Intense heat blistered the floorboards. Flames licked the wall between the garage and the kitchen, the pungent odor of gasoline overpowering.

      This wasn’t a smoke bomb. This was arson.

      He shouldn’t have left Marlie alone in the bathroom. He’d abandoned her the same way he abandoned Treeni in Yemen. The fire spread quicker than any he’d seen outside in the chaos of war, but by God, he would get them both out of this alive.

      Fire engulfed the room in a series of liquid snaps that sounded like bones cracking. What was left of the air vibrated with a strumming hum. A wavy mirage.

      The smoke alarm screamed—it should have melted in this heat—and mingled with the wail of fire truck sirens.

      He tried the front door, but the knob wouldn’t budge.

      Almost blinded by the smoke, Joel fled to the window and tried to pry it open. Not easy with a woman on his back. The windows were nailed shut from the outside. Someone planned this arson to the last detail.

      They were supposed to die here.

      He let Marlie slip off his shoulder and gently leaned her against the wall. She could barely stand. Smoke obliterated everything.

      Sweat poured from his body. He squinted and made out the shape of an upholstered chair. He snatched it up and heaved the chair through the window, putting all his effort into it.

      He returned for Marlie, slinging her over his shoulder again. Reeling on his way out the window, he touched his feet to the earth and ran as fast as he could. Once they were safe from the burning fire, he settled her onto the ground and leaned over her.

      “Marlie, are you okay?”

      She didn’t answer. Her eyes were closed, her skin pale, and her lips bluish.

      Panicked, he blinked in the light from the roaring blaze and glanced up to see a crowd of somber bystanders ringing them.

      “Give her some room.” He shooed back the swarm.

      Respectfully, they stepped away.

      Fire trucks screeched to a stop, but his eyes were trained on Marlie’s chest. She wasn’t moving air. He placed two fingers against the carotid artery at her neck.

      Thank God she had a pulse, but it was weak and thready, and she still wasn’t breathing.

      Sliding his thumbs underneath either side of her jaw, he carefully tilted her head back and positioned himself at her side. He gently pinched off her nose with a finger and thumb, lowered his lips to hers, and blew two quick puffs of air into her lungs. He turned his head to watch her chest.

      No spontaneous respirations.

      He continued to do mouth-to-mouth, and time evaporated.

      It might have been a few seconds. It might have been an hour. Joel had no sense of anything except the feel of Marlie’s mouth beneath his as he tried to breathe life into her still body.

      Consumed by fear, he kept going. Save her.

      The scuttling firefighters and the sympathetic murmurs of the crowd blurred and blended into an acoustical resonance that throbbed and urged. Breathe, dammit, breathe.

      A firm hand clamped him on the shoulder, and a man spoke. “Mister, you can stop.”

      No, no. He would not stop. She could not die. He refused to let it happen.

      “She’s breathing,” the man said. “You can stop mouth-to-mouth.”

      Joel rocked back on his heels. Marlie peered up at him, her eyes red-rimmed.

      Their gazes met. Stuck.

      She lived.

      Tentatively, Marlie licked her lips. Her gaze, startled and scared, said it all. Thank you.

      Joel stood, his legs as heavy as sandbags.

      “Need a boost?” he said as if nothing monumental had happened. He had spent years perfecting his tough guy persona. No matter how his gut quivered, he wasn’t about to turn soft when she needed his strength the most.

      “Joel.” Her raw voice came out in a harsh croak.

      “Yeah?” He knelt beside her again.

      She reached out and tightly curled her fingers around his bicep. “That man at the back of the crowd. The one in the green windbreaker?”

      Joel lifted his head and searched the collective bunched together underneath the streetlight. “I see him.”

      “It’s the guy.”

      “What guy?”

      “My would-be assassin.”
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        * * *

      

      When Gus Hunter saw the crowd gathered outside Penelope Montague’s burning house, he knew he was too late.

      Bad news. Horrible news.

      He slowed the silver Ford sedan he rented at the airport and cruised past the house at a crawl, rubbernecking around spectators.

      Smoke billowed from the shattered front window, orange flames licked the roof, and the rising wail of additional emergency vehicle sirens vibrated the air. Something was happening in the middle of the lawn, but Gus couldn’t tell what.

      He felt sick, and a sour taste filled his mouth.

      Before he could decide what to do next, his cell phone rang. Distracted, he guided the sedan to a stop beside a culvert several houses to the right of Penelope’s. The crowd grew larger, people running up from the beach, cars pulling over willy-nilly.

      He opened his cell phone and recognized Abel Johnson’s number.

      “Yeah?” Gus grunted.

      “Admiral?”

      “You were expecting Frosty the Snowman?”

      “No, sir. It’s just you sound a little...um...I don’t know, sir, not yourself.”

      “I assure you I am one hundred percent myself, Petty Officer Johnson,” he said. Admirals didn’t become admirals by sharing their feelings. “What do you want?”

      “Where are you?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “With all due respect, sir, I withdraw the question. I was concerned and wanted to give you a heads-up,” Abel said.

      “Heads-up? What about?”

      “Admiral Delaney came looking for you this afternoon.”

      Gus knuckled his fist against the steering wheel. “What did he want?”

      “Didn’t say. Only that it was a matter of utmost importance. He got angry when I told him you weren’t in Washington and I didn’t know when you’d return. He ordered me to give him your cell phone number.’’

      Dammit. Things were getting out of hand.

      “Here’s what I need you to do.” Gus slapped a palm against his forehead. “Go home right now and call in sick to work in the morning—and then don’t answer your phone to anyone except me.”

      “Sir, that would be lying. I’m not sick.”

      “Do you value your job, Johnson?”

      “Sir, yes, sir.”

      “Then do it.” Gus ended the call.

      He stuck his cell phone in his back pocket, exited the car, and went to the crowd semi-circled around Penelope’s house. Firefighters rushed to and fro, pumping water onto the blaze. When he got close enough, his heart did a double-take.

      His cheeks soot-smeared, Joel cradled a young dark-haired woman in his arms.

      It wasn’t Penelope Montague.

      Where was Penny? What in the hell was Joel doing here? And who was the young woman?

      The young woman pointed into the crowd, and Joel raised his head.

      Gus jumped behind a firefighter. Damn. He had to get out of there before his son spotted him. He couldn’t tell Joel what was happening. Not yet. He had things to take care of first.

      Ignoring his churning heart, Gus turned and moved away as fast as he dared without drawing attention. He returned to the sedan, but before getting inside, he stooped down and wedged his cell phone underneath the left front tire.

      He slid behind the wheel, keyed the ignition, and backed over the cell phone. The crunching sound was satisfying.

      Let Delaney call him now.

      The bastard.

      Gus might be too late to save Penelope’s life, but maybe he wasn’t too late to right the wrong he committed all those years ago.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, buddy! Hey, you there in the green windbreaker!” Joel jumped to his feet.

      The guy turned and took off at a dead sprint. Joel’s pulse raced, revving with adrenaline and testosterone.

      “Stop that man!” Joel shouted, but no one heeded his plea.

      Green Windbreaker dodged around a cluster of lookie-loos, headed for the beach road that ran along the back of Penelope’s property.

      A firefighter called out to Joel as he zipped past the fire truck. “The arson investigator wants to speak to you.”

      Joel waved a dismissive hand, his entire attention beaded on the man in the green windbreaker. Once he cleared the crowd, he kicked it into high gear, running in hot pursuit, legs churning up sand.

      Firefighters were back here, too, dousing the bungalow from the beachside. Joel jerked his head from left to right, but Green Windbreaker had vanished.

      Where?

      Stunned that he lost him, Joel stopped. What now? He cocked his head, listening. Nothing but the noise of the crackling fire.

      “Sir,” a breathless, red-faced firefighter said, “for your safety, clear the perimeter.”

      Joel nodded, defeated. He turned back toward the road, but out of the corner of his eye, he spied movement and spun around.

      There, draped over a patio chair on Penelope’s deck, fluttered the green windbreaker.

      The arsonist had given him the slip.

      Defeated, Joel snatched up the windbreaker. At least he could have the NCIS Corpus Christi field office test it for fingerprints and trace evidence.

      With the windbreaker tucked under his arm, he started for the road again. The firefighter who warned him off before walked along the beach road away from the fire and toward a black Camaro parked on the shoulder.

      “Son of a bitch,” Joel swore when he realized he’d been duped.

      The fake firefighter broke into a jog.

      “Hey,” Joel shouted, tearing after the guy. “Hey, you. Stop right there!”

      They were both running full out, Joel gaining on the guy. He spurred himself forward, pushing his legs as hard as they would go.

      The Camaro engine roared to life before the guy even reached the door. The man must have started it with a remote starter.

      “Oh, no, you don’t,” Joel growled.

      He reached for the guy’s shirt, intent on yanking him into a choke hold, but spotted the SIG SAUER P226, complete with a silencer, clutched in the guy’s right hand.

      Yikes! He changed tactics. Using moves he’d learned in Navy SEAL training, Joel jumped off the ground with both feet. Putting all his body weight behind it, he slammed the flat of his sneakers into the guy’s kidneys, knocking him hard into the side of the car.

      At that exact moment, Joel heard the soft, muffled thwap of the muzzled gun going off and ducked.

      The bullet struck the Camaro’s side-view mirror, and Joel fell face-first into the sand.

      Before he could scramble up, the gunman had the Camaro’s door open and flung his body inside.

      “Son of a bitch,” Joel cursed again and struggled to his feet as the black sports car sped away into the night.
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      At the same time, Joel chased after the hitman; Marlie lay on the lawn, surrounded by burly arms, legs, and fire hoses, choking on smoke, unable to believe she lived through the fire.

      She squinted into the darkness beyond the blaze. Soot smudged her glasses. She took them off, polished them on the hem of Joel’s shirt that she still wore, put them back on, and stared at the spot where she’d last seen him.

      Would he catch the guy? She nibbled her bottom lip and worried.

      Chaos erupted around her. Firefighters scrambled to contain the blaze. Bystanders gaped. No one noticed her.

      One upside to being small. Much easier to fly under the radar. She got to her feet, avoiding the firefighters and skirting the crowd. She slipped around the side of the house and paused beside the gate between her mother’s bungalow and the beach road.

      A man raced past, not five feet away. Marlie recognized him and sank into the shadows. The hitman’s green windbreaker was gone, and he wore a fireman’s hard hat and a heavy yellow slicker, but she could never forget those cold, heartless eyes.

      He was walking fast, headed for a black Camaro parked a quarter of a mile away from her mother’s street to the public beach.

      Marlie jerked her head in the direction the man had come from but saw no sign of Joel. She curled her fingers into fists.

      He must have given Joel the slip when he switched his clothes. Joel had never seen him up close, and without the green windbreaker, he had no way of identifying the guy.

      What if he killed Joel?

      A giant, invisible fist punched her in the gut, and the coppery taste of fear flooded her mouth. No. He could not be dead. He was her only ally.

      But was he her ally? She was in a position where she must trust him, but she could not forget that she didn’t know him. He might be lying.

      What should she do? The hitman was getting away, and no one could stop him. Should she run for a cop?

      Paralyzed by fear, Marlie couldn’t move, much less plot a course of action.

      Quit standing there like a wimp and do something!

      “I can’t. What if the killer sees me? What if this time he doesn’t miss?”

      Fine. Get out of my way, and I’ll take over. And just like that, it was Angelina in charge.

      Marlie let go, detaching from the unfolding scenario, standing outside herself, observing everything but feeling nothing. She was disconnected, detached, floating…

      Angelina took possession of her body, turning Marlie’s compact legs toward the Mustang.

      Determined, Angelina wrenched open the Mustang’s back door, unearthed a toolbox, opened it, and pulled out a screwdriver.

      “How did you know Joel carried a toolbox in the back?” Marlie asked.

      A guy like him? Bound to have all the right tools for the job.

      Wielding the screwdriver, she leaned across the front seat to pop out the ignition cylinder, tossed it aside, jammed the screwdriver into the steering column the cylinder vacated, twisted the tool into the linkage, and started the engine. She learned to hot wire a car as research for comic book #12, Fast and Furious FBI Space Aliens.

      She slammed the door shut, scooted the seat way up, snapped on her seat belt, and peeled away from the curb, dodging fire trucks and other vehicles.

      The headlights picked up the black Camaro as it shot from the beach road onto the main street right in front of her. Marlie sucked in her breath. She was about to shove the accelerator to the floor when a man stumbled onto the road right in front of her.

      Joel!
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        * * *

      

      Joel’s eyes popped as his Mustang screeched to a halt seconds before plowing over him.

      Marlie rolled the window down, propped her arm on the sill, and said in a light, sexy tone that surprised him, “Hop in, handsome.”

      Huh?

      Puzzled by her breezy behavior, Joel threw himself into the passenger seat and buckled up. “Hit it.”

      “Gotcha.” She floored the muscle car.

      They shot forward in hot pursuit of the Camaro. Joel’s head snapped back against the seat.

      “Easy, Ms. Andretti.”

      “You told me to hit it.”

      “You don’t have to hit it that hard.”

      “I’m not letting the sucker get away. He burned down my mother’s house and almost killed us.”

      “And you’re hell-bent on finishing the job,’’ he muttered.

      “Hang on.” Marlie cornered the block at Mach speed, forcing Joel to grab the dashboard.

      He stared at her. What had happened to the shy woman who had sat on his sofa a few hours earlier, trembling in his arms? He didn’t know, but he found this new side of her sexy and intriguing.

      “You’re a menace to the streets.”

      “Don’t blame me. The guy in the Camaro started it.”

      “Be careful.”

      “You’re not even winded after all that foot chasing.” She peered at him, a tinge of awe, or maybe it was jealousy in her voice. Joel didn’t run fifty miles a week for nothing. “What are you? Superhuman?”

      “I say you qualify for the honor of superhero. You aiming for the Indy?”

      “Just because I drive a Prius doesn’t mean I don’t sometimes feel the need for speed.”

      “Keep your eyes on the road when you’re doing eighty-five, Speed Racer.”

      “I’m not doing eighty-five.”

      “Sure feels like it.”

      “I’m doing ninety.” She grinned.

      Joel himself had driven much faster than ninety. It wasn’t the speed that bothered him, but rather the lack of control. He disliked being in the passenger seat at her mercy. “How did you get her started? I’ve got the keys.”

      “I know how to hot-wire engines, and you really should look into a better security system.”

      “Where did you learn to hot-wire cars?”

      “I know people.”

      “You’re acquainted with the kind of people who routinely steal vehicles?”

      “My lips are sealed.”

      “Not one to kiss and tell, huh?”

      Smiling, she slanted him a sexy look. “You thinking about kissing me?”

      “No.” He snorted for emphasis, denying what he thought, which was hell, yes. “Watch the road.”

      “You’re dying to wrench this steering wheel out of my hand and take over, aren’tcha?”

      “Yes.”

      “You think you could do better?”

      “I know I could.”

      “How so?”

      “For one thing, I wouldn’t be weaving all over the road.”

      “I’m not weaving.”

      “Okay, fine. You’re not weaving. Your left front tire keeps repeatedly crossing the yellow line.”

      “I’m following the Camaro.”

      Joel took his attention off Marlie and put it back where it belonged, on their target. The Camaro whipped in and out of traffic and made a sharp left turn.

      “He’s trying to shake us. Damned if I’ll let him.” Marlie jerked the steering wheel and stayed after him.

      She tossed her head, and her hair fell forward, the tips of the dark brown strands grazing the tops of her breasts. She reached up and slid a lock of hair behind one ear.

      Something about how she handled the quivering thrust of his V8 engine inflamed Joel. Enveloped in their cocoon of steel, they flew through time and space. She was fast, furious, and dangerous. And he worshiped her pure velocity.

      Up ahead, the black sports car hit the main thoroughfare leading over the new drawbridge connecting North Padre Island to Corpus Christi. Marlie stayed right on his tailpipe and narrowly missed getting slammed by a Coca-Cola truck when she ran a Yield sign.

      Sweat dripped down Joel’s forehead. He had been in some hairy driving situations before, but this one took the prize.

      “Uh-oh!” She hissed in a breath. Her gaze fixed on the road.

      Joel jerked his attention to the action outside the windshield.

      To the right lay the bay with a tall freighter chugging toward the bridge. Ahead of them, the bridge crossing signal arm was coming down.

      The Camaro sped up.

      The Mustang drove only four car lengths behind.

      The freighter chugged closer. The draw bridge moved upward. The Camaro’s engine gunned as the bridge jerked higher.

      “He’s gonna try to jump it!” Joel yelled.

      The Camaro slammed into the signal arm, breaking it off clean. The piece flew back, struck the roof of the Mustang, and bounced onto the shoulder of the road.

      The Camaro was airborne, leaping the gap in the bridge road, and came down hard on the other side but without even blowing a tire.

      The would-be killer kept right on going.

      That’s when Joel realized Marlie wasn’t slowing down, either. Fire blazed in her eyes, and her devilish expression signaled she loved every minute of this.

      And Joel was more turned on than he’d ever been in his life.

      But the bridge was much too high now. They’d never make it. Marlie didn’t seem to realize that.

      Or didn’t care.

      Alarm shot a wad of adrenaline through his body. “Marlie, no! Don’t do it.”

      She trod the brakes. The Mustang fishtailed wildly before coming to a screeching, neck-snapping halt as the bridge reached its full height directly in front of the hood. As the freighter glided majestically through the opening.
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        * * *

      

      Wham!

      Marlie was back in her body again. No longer the detached observer, she could see, touch, taste, smell, and hear everything again.

      Her alter ego, Angelina, was gone, and she was left to deal with the adrenaline pumping hot through her arteries.

      She stared at the drawbridge and saw how close they came to death. She gasped and splayed a hand across her heart.

      What terror!

      What a rush!

      She gripped the steering wheel with both hands, her breath packed tight inside her lungs, and glanced over at Joel.

      He stared at her, mouth open, incredulous.

      No mistaking the sexual attraction on his face. Desire shadowed the hollows of his cheeks, giving him a dangerous look. His eyes lowered in a heavy-lidded appreciation of her. He wet his lips.

      Yep. Even though Angelina almost killed them, Joel seemed turned on by her daredevil antics.

      And Marlie was shocked to discover so was she.

      Joel undid his seat belt and scooted across the seat to cup her chin in his palm. “That was one of the most foolhardy things I’ve ever seen anyone do, “ he said.

      She couldn’t argue. She agreed one hundred percent.

      “I know.” Marlie drew in a shuddering breath. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

      “I do.” Joel threaded his hand through her hair and fisted it there. He was going to kiss her, and she would let him.

      Marlie held that indrawn breath, waiting, hoping, afraid to exhale. She could smell him and the lingering scent of smoke in his hair. She wondered how many women had been this close to him.

      Close enough to touch. To taste.

      Oh, God, she was in trouble.

      The threat of his lips dangled inches above hers. Angelina, that bold bitch, would have kissed him first, but Marlie was not that brave. She saw the naked desire in his eyes, and the rawness of his need shocked her.

      Time to back out.

      She couldn’t handle what was happening. It was too much. Too soon. She didn’t trust the hungry gleam in his eyes. She had to stand up to him and draw the line in the sand before she fell into the abyss and never recovered.

      “I want you to take your hands off me,” she said, keeping her voice calm and steady when feeling anything but. “Now.”

      “Is that what you want?” His voice was as smooth as grade-A cream.

      The sweetness of his tone frightened her more than the lust in his eyes. Ah, she could be so easily lured in by him.

      “Yes.”

      He leaned in closer until his lips were almost touching hers. “You sure?”

      She squirmed and felt a sudden gush of heat low in her belly. Closing her eyes, she murmured, “No.”

      “Yes, you want me to kiss you, or no, you don’t? If you want it, you have to ask for it. I’ve never kissed a woman without her consent.”

      “Kiss me.” Had she said that? Or was it Angelina butting in again? “Please.”

      He didn’t hesitate. His mouth came down on hers.

      A scorching heat flashed through her, incinerating everything in its path. Her tongue, her throat, her chest, and beyond. She burned from the glorious pressure of his lips.

      Burned for him.

      She hadn’t been kissed much in her life, so she didn’t possess a backlog of experience to compare his kiss to. She had kissed a couple of guys when she was in college and a couple more after that.

      The only time in her life that she’d ever instigated a kiss was when she was five years old and had kissed J. J. Hunter when he’d stood up to the bullies for her. J. J. scrubbed his mouth hard with the back of his hand and told her now he’d have to get vaccinated against girl cooties.

      But this kiss, wow!

      It was like nothing she ever experienced. Joel’s kiss was raw and honest, primal and fierce, and terrifying to a timid woman who had spent most of her life fantasizing about deep, damp kisses.

      Their mouths fit. His bigger one closed over her smaller one just as it had when he had given her mouth-to-mouth. Except this was much better.

      This, she enjoyed.

      Joel fisted his hand tighter in her hair and pulled her even closer, penetrating her with his tongue and exploring her fully. She stopped thinking, stopped listening to her monkey mind chattering away, and did nothing except allow the moment to unfold.

      He was all she wanted in a lover and so much more—daring, decisive, and direct. He groaned low in his throat. His body strained and pushed against hers.

      Marlie met him measure for measure, reaching to cup his face in her palms, marveling at the feel of his warm skin.

      His lips vibrated against hers, and he breathed her name. “Marlie.”

      No name ever sounded so sexy. Hers was not a euphonic name. The hard M followed by the harsh R and ending with the girlish “lee” caused phonetic disharmony.

      But Joel’s slight southern drawl, when he said her name, sounded like the ocean breathing: “Maaarlee.”

      She moaned, and he swallowed the sound like a man too long in the desert drinking his fill of ice water.

      Desperately, she wished they were in private, in a bedroom, far from traffic and prying eyes. She wanted him to tumble her onto a soft mattress, rip her clothes off, and dive into her deep. She ached to feel the hard thrust of his body.

      Marlie’s need galloped like a runaway horse—out of control, rampant, wild, unbridled.

      Turmoil. She was in turmoil. Her emotions flailed. Excitement warred with guilt and passion and sadness and glee. She wanted to laugh. She wanted to cry. She felt too free.

      Help!

      She jerked her head back, pulling away, struggling to breathe and grab hold of sanity.

      Joel’s arms still wrapped around her, his eyes clouded and heavy. The motion was slight, hardly noticeable, but his lips were trembling.

      She wasn’t the only one blown away. Eddies of embarrassment and sexual longing washed over her, warring waves of boldness and timidity.

      “Joel...” What was she going to say? That she was sorry? But she had nothing to apologize for.

      She reached out, not knowing what she intended to do, but caught up in the bizarre push-pull battle inside her.

      Joel raised an arm, blocking her hand, and latched his eyes on hers.

      He was breathing hard, and he did not speak. He didn’t have to talk. She could read the message in his eyes loud and clear.

      If they’d been anywhere else but here, they would be having sex.

      The thrill racing through her body was so overpowering that she almost came right there on the spot.

       Behind them, car horns honked.

      “The drawbridge is up,” he croaked in a gravelly voice and slumped back against the passenger seat.

      That’s when she spotted the dark red bloodstain blooming on the front of his Hawaiian shirt.
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      The man still wore the black ski mask and mirrored sunglasses. Penelope had no idea how he could see to drive in the darkness.

      In his lap lay a pistol. A warning.

      He’d stopped for gas on a lone stretch of road and opened the trunk to check on her. He took off the gag and gave her water. She’d begged for him to let her sit up front, promising not to try anything.

      Her kidnapper relented, and now, she sat huddled on the front passenger seat of his four-wheel-drive Army Jeep circa 1960, afraid to ask questions, terrified of his answers. Her bound hands were still tied with the soft fiber rope.

      She tried to strike up a conversation, hoping to humanize herself to him and maybe save her life, but he refused to talk, so she shut up.

      He drove south down the lonely stretch of beach, away from her home, away from Marlie. There were no restaurants or shops, no hotels or condos, no other cars or people. He was isolating her.

      They traversed government land on the National Seashore Preserve in the middle of nowhere. The star-riddle sky above stretched as vast as the Gulf of Mexico.

      Misgivings filled her. She spent a quarter of her life expecting this, but as the years passed, she’d grown complacent. Believing indeed, if the cruel people Daniel tried to expose before his death wanted her dead, she would be.

      Why now, fifteen years after the fact? She knew nothing about what had happened in the Persian Gulf. Daniel refused to tell her, not wanting to put her and Marlie in harm’s way.

      Penelope had no idea where he was taking her, but she couldn’t shake the feeling this was the most significant event of her life. More important than her wedding day, her daughter’s birth, or the night she’d learned Daniel had been shot in cold blood aboard the USS Gilcrest by his best friend Gus Hunter, and Daniel’s body fell overboard, forever lost at sea.

      Mile after mile slipped away, the silence growing until Penelope thought she would scream.

      At last, hours after he abducted her from her home and minutes after the mysterious phone call, he stopped the Jeep.

      Surrounded by endless dunes, he motioned for her to get out.

      Penelope opened the door and shivered in the chilly night air. There was nothing but long stretches of sand—no houses, no people, no signs of civilization.

      He’s going to kill me, and I’ll never see Marlie again.

      But she would see her beloved Daniel at long last. Joy, hot and unexpected, jumped in her chest. Oh, to be with Daniel!

      Serenity settled over her. All right, if it were her time, she would die. She waited fifteen long years to be reunited with her husband. She would not mourn her loss of this life, even though she would miss her daughter something fierce.

      “Go ahead,” she said, her voice clear and steady. “Shoot me. I’m prepared to die.”

      But her abductor did not shoot her. Instead, he pulled a silk scarf from his pocket.

      Oh, dear God, he was going to strangle her!

      He stepped closer. She forced herself not to scream or beg for mercy, but she couldn’t help cringing when he draped the scarf over her head.

      She would be brave. She would do Daniel proud. Penelope squared her shoulders and waited.

      But instead, he simply blindfolded her.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re bleeding,” Marlie said.

      “Wow.” Joel gave her a loopy grin. “She’s beautiful and astute too.”

      “Don’t be a smart-ass.”

      “It’s either that or pass out,” he said. “Take your pick.”

      “What happened? How did you get hurt? How long have you been bleeding? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      He massaged his forehead with two fingers. His color was too pale, and he oozed blood onto the seat. No wonder he was grumpy.

      “Never mind,” she said. “Don’t answer. It’s not important.”

      “Got nicked by a stray bullet,” he murmured.

      “The hitman shot you?”

      “He didn’t shoot me. He shot the side-view mirror of his Camaro. It ricocheted off and grazed my flank. No biggie.”

      “He shot up his own Camaro? You know, for an assassin, this guy is a crappy shot.” Marlie steered away from a pothole so as not to jostle him.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I’m taking you to the hospital.” Marlie sped up, whipping from lane to lane, jockeying for a better position in traffic.

      “Don’t panic. It’s just a flesh wound. I’ll be okay.”

      “What are you? Some stalwart knight from a Monty Python skit?”

      “I’m an ex-Navy SEAL. Believe me. I’ve had much worse than this.”

      An ex-Navy SEAL?

      Well, that explained the gun and the commanding way he threw her over his shoulder and busted out the window in her mother’s house, and his arrogant attitude, cocky tilt and all.

      She felt as if he’d been lying. He could have told her before he’d been a SEAL, before she had started liking him, before he’d saved her life and gotten himself shot up over her.

      “I knew it,” she muttered, tense emotions a fist against her rib cage. “I told Angelina you were military, but she wouldn’t listen. I mean, who could mistake it? The haircut, the posture, the starched white dress shirt.”

      “Angelina?”

      Belatedly, Marlie realized she’d just referenced her alter ego to someone who didn’t know how much mental time she spent with a fictional character. “A Navy SEAL, huh?”

      “I’m retired.”

      “You retired from the SEALs, and you’re only what? Thirty?”

      “Thirty-one.”

      “You didn’t retire. Not at your age. I’m a Navy brat. I know what SEALs are like. They’re tight. It’s a real brotherhood. Once you’re a SEAL, you don’t just walk away. Did you get released from duty?”

      “Yeah, I got invited to leave.”

      “What did you do? Funnel whiskey down someone’s throat?”

      “Not exactly.” He gave her a wry smile, and she admired his ability to see humor in a black situation.

      “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

      “I don’t wanna talk about it.”

      Marlie nodded. She could respect that. There were many things she didn’t like to talk about either.

      She ached to text Charlee and get her take on the mess she was in, but her bugged phone was at home, and she hadn’t had a chance to catch her breath, much less buy a burner.

      But she knew how the conversation would go. Charlee would ask her if he was handsome, and she would say yes, and her friend would tell her to run away as fast as she could. Charlee believed handsome men weren’t trustworthy, and she might have a point.

      By the time they reached the hospital in downtown Corpus, Joel had either fallen asleep or passed out. Marlie kept glancing at his chest to make sure he was still breathing, and every time she did, the bloodstain spread a bit more.

      She pulled up into the emergency bay. “Joel, we’re here.”

      He didn’t answer.

      Marlie reached over and shook his shoulder. “Wake up, we’re at the hospital.”

      He groaned but didn’t open his eyes.

      “Come on, say something.”

      His head lolled against the seat.

      Oh, no. Oh, crap. Oh, shit.

      Marlie peeled off her seat belt, jumped from the Mustang, and ran inside the emergency room. She stopped once she was through the door, not knowing where to go from there.

      Beyond the glass partition, nurses ran to and fro, working what looked like a major trauma case. Family members wailed. Gurneys flew past, pushed by frantic EMT workers.

      The front desk was empty. No clerk greeted her. To her left lay the waiting area, crammed with people. Most sat in chairs looking miserable; a few watched the television mounted on the wall in the corner. A bored security guard lounged against the wall, picking his teeth with a toothpick.

      Marlie’s gaze drifted to the television screen. The news was on. She turned away, trying to catch the eye of a passing staff member. From her peripheral vision, she saw her picture flash on the television screen. It was her mug shot from her arrest after the shrimp protest.

      What the heck?

      She made her way over to the TV, stepping over people sitting on the floor, cocked her head, and listened.

      “Marlie Montague is wanted for questioning in the arson investigation of her mother’s North Padre Island home to this evening,” said the anchorman. “In the garage of that home, the police made a gruesome discovery. We go to Evita Casteda live at the scene.”

      Grisly discovery? What grisly discovery?

      Marlie nudged past a man reeking of urine and stood on tiptoe for a better view. The camera switched to an attractive Latina reporter standing before the burned-out remnants of her mother’s house. Yellow crime-scene tape secured the perimeter.

      “Mike,” Evita Casteda told the anchorman, “here’s what we’ve learned. The police found a body in the ashes of the residence owned by Penelope Montague.”

      “Mom?” Marlie whimpered, and bile rose to her throat. No. It couldn’t be her mother’s body. She refused to entertain the thought.

      “The body is burned beyond recognition, but according to the medical examiner, it appears to be male. The cause of death is yet to be determined. We’ll keep you updated as new evidence arises. Back to you, Mike.”

      A man’s body. It wasn’t Mom. She put a trembling hand to her mouth and swallowed back bile.

      The camera switched back to the newsroom. “Marlie Montague is the daughter of the infamous Navy traitor, Daniel Montague, who was accused of, but never convicted of, selling U.S. military missiles to Iraq fifteen years ago. Montague claimed he’d been framed by someone in the upper echelon of the U.S. Navy, but he was shot and killed on the USS Gilcrest while trying to escape custody before he had his day in court. His body fell overboard and was never recovered.”

      The anchorman paused for effect, then glanced at the teleprompter in polished professionalism. “Montague’s daughter is a comic book artist who writes about government conspiracies. Ms. Montague herself is no stranger to controversy. Last year, she was maced by police during an arrest at a shrimp boat protest on Pier 51. Authorities are not saying that Ms. Montague is a suspect, but she is considered a person of interest. Witnesses state she fled the arson scene in the company of an unknown male companion.”

      Marlie’s mugshot appeared onscreen again.

      Dear God, she was a wanted woman.
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        * * *

      

      Tell her the truth. Tell her why you’re here.

      The notion tapped against Joel’s brain as he sat in the Mustang, drifting in and out, slowly oozing blood.

      It’s me, J. J. Hunter, the guy you had a crush on when you were five. I’m on your side.

      Aw, damn. He prayed when she found out who he was, she’d forgive him. Not only for lying to her but for the past, for being a Hunter, and for his father’s part in her father’s death.

      His cell phone chirped, and he answered it one-handedly. He tried to wet his dry lips with an even drier tongue. His voice rasped like sandpaper. “Yeah.”

      “Bring her in.”

      “What?”

      “You deaf? Marlie Montague. Bring her in.”

      “Dobbs?” Feeling dazed, Joel shook his head.

      “No, it’s Howard Stern. Bring her in. Hunter. Now.”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it.”

      “I want an answer. I’m the one out here with my ass on the line, getting shot and almost burning up in a house fire. What the hell is going on?”

      “You got shot?”

      “Yeah, but it’s not that serious. What I want to know is who’s trying to kill Marlie Montague and why?”

      “Don’t let that mousy facade fool you. She’s dangerous.”

      “Sorry, Dobbs, I don’t know whose bullshit you’re spreading, but I don’t need my yard fertilized.”

      “Don’t be a smart-ass. They found a body in the arson fire in Penelope Montague’s garage.”

      His gut wrenched. “Was it Penelope Montague?”

      “Nope. Take a wild guess.”

      Joel grunted. “Why don’t you save me the minutes and tell me.”

      “Our favorite nemesis. Former government contractor turned weapons lobbyist Robert Herkle.”

      Herkle had his fingers in a lot of shady pies. NCIS had investigated him several times, but he was crafty, and they’d been unable to prove anything.

      “What was Robert Herkle doing in Penelope Montague’s garage?”

      “That’s the sixty-four-billion-dollar question. But here’s the kicker. The police found a gas can they believe was used to start the blaze, and Marlie’s fingerprints are all over it.”

      “So? She used the gas can at her mother’s, and the arsonist wore gloves. Dobbs, I’ve been watching her for two weeks. I was with her when she went to her mother’s house. Someone nailed the windows shut, and we were trapped inside the house together when the fire started. There’s no way she ignited that blaze.”

      “Before you rush to the woman’s defense, that’s not all…”

      “Lay it on me.” The allegations were bogus. Joel didn’t know who was behind these lies. He didn’t know if Dobbs was a puppet or if he was one of the investigators railroading Marlie, but he wasn’t about to let them blame this on her.

      “Just got the coroner’s report. The fire was set to cover up that Herkle was shot with a gun owned by Daniel Montague.”

      Joel sucked in air through his teeth as the implications hit him.

      “If Marlie didn’t kill him, her mother must have, and since we have no idea where Mom is, it’s time to bring your girl in. Besides, if someone is bent on killing her, it’s better to have her in protective custody.”

      “Not if you intend to bring her up on charges for a crime she didn’t commit.”

      “The evidence will level charges, Hunter, not me.”

      “What aren’t you telling me.”

      “Top secret. Just bring her in.”

      Joel thought about Marlie and her conspiracy theories. He never believed any of them might be accurate, but now? His boss’s adamant attitude made him wonder if she had stumbled onto something. Could Navy brass involved? His loyalty warred with his sense of justice.

      And what about Marlie? What would happen to her if he didn’t stand by her now?

      Protective instincts welled inside him. She was the underdog. She needed him, and he couldn’t turn his back on her, even if it meant turning his back on the Navy. He would pay a high price if someone weren’t trying to railroad her and she was involved.

      He clenched his fist and made his decision. “No.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. I’m not bringing her in.”

      There were so many unanswered questions. Where was Marlie’s mother? Why had Robert Herkle been in Penelope Montague’s garage? Who killed him? Was it the same man who’d tried to murder Marlie? Who started the bungalow fire? And how did this tie to Marlie?

      Joel didn’t know, but he was determined to find out. Without another word, he hung up on Dobbs.

      Officially, he’d gone rogue.
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      She had to leave the hospital before someone recognized her and called the police. Attempting a poor disguise, Marlie snatched off her glasses and stuck them in her pocket.

      Turning on her heel, she fled the waiting room.

      But what about Joel?

      She stood in the parking lot, frozen by indecision. Someone might recognize her if she returned to the ER with Joel after that news broadcast. And besides, weren’t all gunshot wounds reported to the police?

      “Come on, Angelina, take over. I can’t handle this one on my own,” Marlie mumbled.

      Dump Joel out on the curb and let him fend for himself.

      “I can’t do that,” Marlie said, shocked that her alter ego would even consider such a heartless solution. “He saved my life. I’m not leaving him.”

      “You need some help, lady?”

      Marlie jerked her head around. A man stood leaning against the building, smoking a cigarette. She’d been so distressed she hadn’t noticed him.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine. Talking to yourself is nothing to be ashamed of,” the guy said. “We all hear voices from time to time.”

      Marlie ignored him and ran to the Mustang. She jumped inside and glanced over at Joel.

      The bloodstain hadn’t spread, and his color had improved. The whiskey flask rested in his lap. He’d dosed himself for pain control.

      He eyed her. “What’s up?”

      “We can’t go in there. Or rather, I can’t go in there.”

      “Please don’t make me play twenty questions. I’m not in the mood.”

      Her lips opened, and the story spilled out. “TV news was in the waiting room. They found a dead guy in my mother’s garage, and the police believe I killed him and started the fire to cover it up.”

      “Did anyone recognize you?”

      “Don’t think so.” She slipped her glasses back on.

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      “But your gunshot⁠—“

      His jaw muscle ticked. “We have to figure out who wants you dead and why.”

      “But you’re hurt.”

      “I’ll be fine. We’ll find a place to lie low, and you can patch me up.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed. I’m not exactly Florence Nightingale.”

      “I have a military-grade first-aid kit in the trunk. I’ll walk you through it. Let’s motor.”

      “Why do you want to help me?” She eyed him.

      “You mean besides the fact the guy made it personal when he shot me? That’s not reason enough for you?”

      “No, it’s not. You could go to the police.”

      “So could you.”

      “You saw the way Officer Kemp treated me.”

      “How’s this? I’m pissed off that someone locked us in your mother’s house and tried to burn us to death. Like it or not, we’re in this together.”

      “You’re shot. I’m not. Get out of the car and let the professionals care for you.”

      “I’ve been out of the SEALs for eighteen months, and I was bored out of my skull until you came crashing into my life. The old adrenaline rush is back, and I feel alive again. You’re doing me a favor.”

      “Why do you feel obligated to protect me? You don’t even know me.”

      He got a faraway look in his eyes and peered right through her, staring hard at something from his past. “Wanna know my biggest regret?”

      “What’s that?”

      “I once knew another woman like you—independent, headstrong, daring...”

      He’d mixed her up with Angelina again. She was timid and withdrawn, not headstrong and independent, but never mind.

      “Is this the woman you once loved?”

      “Yes. My duty was to protect her, but she resisted it.”

      “Why not?”

      “She wanted to prove she was as tough as any man, and she knew the only way to get rid of me was to hurt me. She did something cruel to drive me away.” His voice resonated with long-ago pain. “I turned my back and left her when she needed me most.”

      “What happened?”

      “Long story, it ended badly. But because of my past failings, you’re stuck with me, Marlie Montague. I’m by your side twenty-four/ seven until the killer is caught and your mother is found.”

      “No.” She shook her head. She had to protect herself, not only from without but from within.

      Their gazes held. One second. Two. Three.

      “I’m not budging. This is my vehicle.”

      Marlie drew in a shaky breath. “For me to trust you, you’ll have to trust me.”

      “Okay.”

      “This other woman. Who was she?”

      Joel hesitated a moment, then said, “My wife.”
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      “I’m in,” Cosmo said.

      Five hours worth of hacking and Chet Delaney’s coded journal entries popped up on the screen.

      “You’re a genius!’ Treeni leaned against his shoulder, took his earlobe between her teeth, and nibbled.

      Cosmo gulped as a groan slipped over his lips. Concentrate. “Is there a particular date we’re after?”

      “Go back two, two and a half weeks. Try January third.”

      Cosmo scrolled down and frowned at the code. He didn’t recognize the cryptogram but wouldn’t expect the head of Navy Intelligence to use something easy. Was this a code of Chet Delaney’s creation?

      “Do you know his coding system?”

      Treeni winced. “I do not.”

      “What exactly are we looking for?”

      “References to NCIS Special Agent Joel Hunter.”

      Envy was a troublesome emotion, but he couldn’t leave well enough alone. “Who is this guy?”

      Treeni shrugged. “My ex-husband.”

      Jealousy chomped into him with sharp, unrelenting teeth—green, dark, and violent. He swallowed back the vile and bitter flavor as reality sunk in. Treeni invited him here to help her hack into her father’s private records so she could spy on her ex.

      She nibbled on his ear but was thinking of another man.

      Cosmo leaned away from her and got to his feet.

      “If you want to snoop on your ex-husband, you’ll have to do it alone.”

      Treeni laughed.

      Was this what Chief Peterson warned him about? “What’s so funny?”

      “You’re jealous.”

      “I’m not.”

      “That’s so hot, babe.”

      Babe?

      His initial response was to deny his feelings, but then he thought. Screw that. He took Treeni’s hand and hauled her to her feet. She was so tall that they were nose to nose.

      He stared her straight in the eyes. “Damn straight, I’m jealous.”

      Treeni’s eyes widened and her lips formed a surprised O. “Why, Cosmo, who would have thought behind that computer geek exterior lurked the heart of a lion?”

      “I won’t be toyed with.” He had no idea where this bravado came from, but he milked it. “I’ve watched you for two weeks. I want you with every cell of my body, and I think you know it. You’re using my attraction to your advantage. It won’t work. I refused to be treated like you’ve treated men in the past.”

      She gulped. The column of her long neck worked, and the pulse at the hollow of her throat fluttered.

      “I’ve been watching you too, Cosmo. And wanting you as badly as you want me,” Treeni whispered.

      He ached to believe her, but…. “Are you still in love with your ex?”

      Treeni met his challenging stare and never blinked. “Joel and I were more competitors than anything else. We had great sex and got a rush out of our one-upmanship games. I respected him, but I wasn’t in love with him.”

      “Why would you marry a man you didn’t love?”

      Treeni drew in a deep breath. Cosmo couldn’t stop his gaze from magnetizing to the rise and fall of her scrumptious breasts beneath the gauzy silk of lingerie.

      “I spent my life trying to prove myself to my father. He wanted a son, not a daughter. I did everything I could to make him love me. I played sports. I joined the Navy. I got into the Secret Service. He admired Joel, so I thought, if I can’t be Joel, maybe I can marry him, and Father would be proud of me.”

      “But it didn’t work.”

      “No, it didn’t, and I wound up married to a man as intense and cunning as I was. Not a good combo. No elastic to that kind of relationship. I wanted things my way, and he wanted things his way, and neither of us knew how to compromise. It got us into a lot of trouble in the Middle East.”

      “What happened?”

      Cosmo could have sworn tears misted Treeni’s eyes briefly, but she blinked, and it was gone.

      “I did something immoral. I’m not proud of myself.”

      What did you do?”

      “I violated the code I’d sworn to uphold, not to mention my marriage vows. I was a total shit to Joel,” Treeni admitted. “I was trying to hurt him, trying to get him to walk away so I could run the mission my way.”

      Cosmo said nothing, but a million conflicting thoughts tumbled through his mind. Why did he want her even more now she confessed her darkest sins? “And did he walk away?”

      “Yes, because I left him no choice. I drove him away. As a result of my stupid decision, I almost died—out of my body, in a tunnel of white light, floating around the MASH unit, watching the doctors and nurses do their thing on my corpse, the works.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How?”

      “Missile explosion. Head injury. I’ll show you the scar later if you’re still interested.” A faint grin tinged with melancholy crawled across her beautiful face.

      Was he?

      Treeni bit her bottom lip. “The mission was a disaster, but good old heroic Joel stepped up and took the blame. He got tossed out of the Navy SEALs because of what I did, and he wouldn’t give me the divorce I asked for until I recovered from my injuries. But the minute I could, I filed, and we were both relieved.”

      “Why are you trying to find him?”

      Treeni’s face darkened. “I learned something disturbing on my last trip to the Middle East. Joel was right about our previous mission, and I was mistaken. I returned to the States to tell Joel what I’d learned, but when I got here, I found out he was on a top-secret mission with NCIS. I’m certain my father is involved.”

      “Terrorist cells?”

      Treeni shook her head. “Worse.”

      “What could be worse?”

      “I can’t tell you, but if I can find Joel, I’m certain he can help me stop this. So, can you put your jealousy aside and help me?” She paused. “For the good of our country?”

      Cosmo wanted to believe her. God, how he wanted to believe. It might be the most stupid thing he ever did, but he said, “All right. I’ll do it. But only under one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I want to be there when you speak with your ex.”
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      Joel had to get Marlie someplace safe, tend his gunshot wound, and make new plans. He’d crawled out on a limb and sawed off ties with NCIS. By insisting he arrest her, Dobbs left him no choice.

      “Where to?” she asked.

      “Motel.”

      “What if someone recognizes me?”

      Good point. He wracked his brain for a hideout and thought of his father’s house on Mustang Island. He hadn’t been there in over a decade and had no clue what shape the place was in, but it was secluded. Plus, he remembered the alarm code. Unless his father had changed it, the numbers were Joel’s birthday.

      “Head for Mustang Island.” He gave her the address, not knowing if this was the best idea or the very worst. “I’ve got a…um…friend who has a summer place there, and he won’t mind if we borrow it.”

      He hated lying to her, but he was already walking a thin line, trying to keep his identity a secret. He didn’t want to say it was his father’s place and risk giving himself away before he was ready to come clean.

      Marlie drove them away from Spohn Hospital, back in the direction they’d come, cruising south on North Shoreline Boulevard. Corpus Christ Bay stretched out to their left. Lights from shrimp boats bobbed on dark water.
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