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Dedication

To my fabulous son, Jason:

Even as a tiny child, your smile could outshine the sun, and your cheerful disposition and kind nature made you countless friends. Everyone who met you loved you!

At three, walking became too mundane for you. Instead, wherever you went, you danced. And occasionally you swished! One of the first times you did that, your dad looked at me. ‘Where did he learn that?’ I shrugged. We didn’t let you watch TV. ‘Got me. It’s just . . . Jason being Jason,’ I said, and went off to play with you and your vast collection of cars and action figures.

At eight, you discovered musical theater. You wanted to sing and dance onstage, so you auditioned for a semipro production. You were just a little too young, but you charmed the director and became the tiniest pickpocket in an eight-week run of Oliver!.

Your dad loved Stevie Wonder, and I, a former rock-and-roller, was in my country music phase. ‘What’s with all the show tunes?’ your grandmother asked me when you played the soundtrack to Secret Garden over and over again. I smiled. ‘It’s just Jason being Jason.’

At nine, you had a class project – write a letter to someone you admire. ‘Why Bette Midler?’ I asked when you told me your choice. ‘She’s my favorite actor in the world,’ you proclaimed after watching Ruthless People thirty times in a row. She wrote back, and you framed her signed picture, putting it in a place of honor on your dresser.

‘Wow, that’s interesting,’ I said to your dad, after we once again agreed that Jason was truly unique. ‘I wonder if he likes Cher, too?’

(You did! Along with Bernadette Peters and Debbie Reynolds and . . .)

At ten, you went to see a show that featured an actor friend you’d made while appearing as Winthrop Paroo in The Music Man. On the ride home, you asked me, ‘Did you know Charley Dude is gay?’ ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Wasn’t his performance excellent tonight?’ You agreed, but were unusually quiet for the rest of the drive.

A few days later, we had friends over to watch a movie, and as Eric and Bill sat together on the couch, they started their usual banter. ‘Raising the homo-shield!’ Bill announced, invoking the invisible force field that would supposedly allow him to sit so close to Eric without anyone making gay comments.

It was all supposed to be funny, but how, I wondered, would those jokes sound to someone who was gay?

That night, after everyone went home and you were in bed, your dad and I discussed it, and we agreed. We gathered all of our friends together and announced that from this moment on, there would be no more gay jokes in our house. No more inadvertent gay bashing.

Because if you were gay – and I was pretty sure even then that this was, indeed, the way God made you – you were not going to grow up thinking there was anything wrong with you.

Years later, when you were fifteen, you still wanted me to tuck you in at night. So I’d stand by your bunk bed and we’d talk a bit about the day. I’d also gather up your dirty clothes. You were supposed to put them in a laundry basket, but sometimes your aim was off.

One night, you took a deep breath and said to me, ‘Mom, I think I’m gay.’

‘I know that,’ I told you, giving you a hug and a kiss. ‘I love you. I’ll always love you. Where did you put your dirty socks?’

A day or two later we sat down and talked about safe sex and personal safety. I have to confess that it made my heart ache to have to tell you that there were people out there, people who didn’t even know you but who hated you anyway – people who might try to hurt you because you were gay. Because you were simply being you. And it was your turn to give me a hug and say, ‘I know that. But, Mom, the world is changing.’

Today, as I write this, you are eighteen. You are a grown man, and I am so proud of you.

Yes, the world is changing, but it’s not happening quickly enough for me. I was outraged when we went to the Gay Pride parade last June and you saw that hateful, ignorant sign that read, ‘God hates you.’

I wish the person carrying that sign had seen you at three, at eight, at nine, at ten. If he had, then he would know that you are a true child of God. If he had, then he would know that by being gay, you are just being Jason.

God loves you, I love you, Dad loves you. Unconditionally. You know that.

And I know that you love and accept yourself. You are confident and strong. Just like when you were three years old, you allow Jason to be Jason.

Shine on, my son!

This story is for you.
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Prologue

Every now and then, a SEAL Team was handed a silver bullet assignment. Rescuing a dozen kidnapped supermodels.

Working extra security, blending with the crowd in the stands at the Olympics.

A training op in Honolulu during spring break.

But no matter how Chief Cosmo Richter looked at it, jamming his six-foot-four-inch body up the shaft of a thirty-five-year-old garbage chute in a terrorist-ridden country in the middle of the night was not on his top-ten list of dream assignments.

Nope, whoever labeled Special Operations as the most glamorous branch of the US Military didn’t have this in mind.

As Cosmo led his men farther up the chute and into the building that was an alleged orphanage, he could hear Tony Vlachic, SEAL Team Sixteen’s newest and youngest member, working hard not to gag at the overpowering stench.

He could also hear the gunfire from the street, as a second squad of SEALs – Mikey Muldoon and seven men – was led directly into an enemy ambush.

Of course, it wasn’t really an ambush. Not anymore.

The SEAL leader of this op, Lieutenant Mike Muldoon, had guessed correctly that Ziya, their informant, had terrorist ties. It was true that Ziya had revealed that the civilian hostages were being held in this building – information that was verified by US intelligence. And, for sure, the Big Z was all, ‘Please allow me to help.’

But he was never quite specific enough about exactly how he wanted to help.

Mikey had guessed correctly that helping the hostages escape to freedom wasn’t what the Z-man had in mind. No, it was now clear that the informant’s goal was to ‘help’ the American forces get chopped to bits in a deadly ambush.

Ziya had been on some kind of alternate timetable as he’d led them here tonight. It wasn’t all that obvious, but Mikey – a smart man and quality officer – had paid attention to the man’s careful stalling. He’d noted Z’s barely perceptible undercurrent of intense excitement.

Mike had glanced at Cosmo, who’d sent him back a microscopic nod.

Yes, sir, he’d picked up on it, too.

With just a little froggish imagination, it wasn’t hard to theorize that Ziya was waiting for, oh, say, a terrorist cell or two to get into place, so that when the SEALs attempted the rescue of the three American civilians in that thar orphanage, they’d instead be hit by a carefully placed wall of bullets.

So while Mikey had played along, cheerfully following Z’s ‘shortcut’ that added nearly a half mile to their trip, Cosmo and his band of merries peeled off from the group. They moved much faster and slipped silently and invisibly past the ambushers, eager to begin – and therefore end – their exploration of this building’s waste disposal system.

At the same time, a third group of SEALs who’d been following at some distance behind had taken on the task of ambush removal.

It was that group – a brawny SEAL officer known as Big Mac and his seven-man squad – who were now exchanging some purposely poorly aimed, nonlethal fire with Mikey’s men. They were creating a nice little diversion out there in the dark of night as Mikey’s squad worked their acting chops for Ziya’s benefit, pretending to be compromised and calling for air support to get them out of Dodge.

The intention was to make Z-dog’s terrorist friends here in this so-called orphanage believe that they were winning, that the Americans couldn’t break past their perimeter defenses.

They’d relax and maybe even start celebrating their victory a little too early.

The last thing they’d anticipate was that Cosmo and his squad were already inside – having squeezed their way through that sphincterlike entrance to the building’s garbage chute down in the back alley.

It helped to keep a sense of humor at times like this, and Cos smiled at the idea of his squad of SEALs as a giant laxative, inserting to flush the hostages free. Military Metamucil – able to get the job done as quickly, as easily, and as painlessly as possible.

It worked particularly well as an analogy since this chute smelled like rotting ass.

Cosmo took a deep breath of relatively fresher air as he wiggled his way out and onto the building’s kitchen floor. It was quiet in there. The lights were off and no one was around – just the way he liked it when entering a facility where everyone inside wanted to kill him. He helped pull the rest of his team of enlisted men from the chute – Izzy, Gillman, Lopez and Jenk.

And Petty Officer Third Class ‘Chickie’ Vlachic, the new guy, who was looking at Cosmo as if he were insane because he was still grinning at that ass joke.

Go, he told Chick with a hand signal. Careful. Even though no one in Intel believed there were actually children in this ‘orphanage’, the last thing any of them wanted was to hurt an innocent.

He didn’t need to signal anything more to remind Vlachic that they had to work their way back down to the basement, where the three hostages were being held. They all knew what they had to do and they got right to it.

He and Izzy Zanella went first.

Silently down a stairwell, creeping through a dimly lit hallway . . .

And there they were.

The hostages. Three bedraggled-looking women huddled together in the corner of a prison cell.

It was a vital part of any ‘orphanage’, don’t you know – the old prison cell in the basement. This was typical slimeball terrorist tactics – using a hospital or school or Red Cross facility in a US-friendly neighborhood as a cover for a bomb factory or hostage-holding area.

There appeared to be no guard, and Izzy stepped out of the shadows a tenth of a second too soon.

Because the key word was appeared. A guard was there, hidden behind a stack of crates. Cosmo saw him just as he turned and spotted Izzy. Surprise and alarm widened the man’s eyes and he fumbled with his weapon, a modified AK-47.

Jerking off a few shots into the floor would have brought the rest of the guards down on top of them, but luckily their guy was more focused on pulling his weapon up into firing position.

And thus Cosmo reached him first.

One swift grab and sharp twist, and the weapon clattered on the concrete.

It was then, as he was lowering the guard’s limp body to the floor, that he looked up directly into the horrified eyes of all three of the women who were locked in that cage.

Sister Mary Francis, Sister Bernadette and Sister Mary Grace. He’d just taken out a terrorist guard while three nuns watched.

Nuns, for christsake.

There was no time to do anything but keep going. Besides, what could he do? Stammer an apology?

Lopez – good man – stepped in front of both Cosmo and the guard’s body, and was doing his best to reassure the women that they weren’t being kidnapped by a rival terrorist organization.

‘Good evening, ladies. We’re US Navy SEALs and we’ve come to take you home. I’m Corpsman Jay Lopez – I’m a field medic – and as soon as we get this door open—’

Vlachic was already starting to prep the C4 needed to blow the lock, but Jenk – always thinking – was ahead of him. He’d rifled the dead guard’s pockets and come up with the key.

Much easier, much quieter. Although, truth be told, Chick wasn’t the only one who looked a little disappointed.

‘—I’m going to give you a quick check’ – Lopez continued talking to the nuns as he went inside the cell – ‘see how much help you’re going to need getting up to the roof. We’re going to have to move fast, ladies . . .’

‘Jenk,’ Cosmo said in a low voice, as Lopez kept talking, explaining to the women that a helicopter would be coming in to pull them off the roof. Lopez was telling them how, even though the tangos – terrorists – in this building would hear the thrumming of the helo’s blades, they wouldn’t worry too much about it. They’d think the rescue was intended for the SEALs caught in the ‘ambush’ in the street.

Jenkins knew what Cosmo was going to ask, and he nodded. ‘Good idea, Chief.’

Their original plan had Jenk and Izzy leading the way to the roof, with Lopez, Chickie and Cosmo assisting the sisters – carrying them if need be. Gillman would guard their six – take up the rear.

But Cosmo – after breaking the biggest of the Big Ten – was pretty certain that none of these nuns would want to get anywhere near him. So he and Jenk would switch tasks.

‘Ready, Chief,’ Lopez reported, with one last reassuring smile at the sisters.

And away they went.

‘So that story I’ve heard about Chief Richter . . . Is it true?’

The question was asked right on schedule.

As he asked it, Tony Vlachic had just the right amount of feigned casual curiosity in his voice. Like, there wasn’t a whole hell of a lot to talk about, so they might as well talk about this, yanno?

Sure.

The SEALs from Team Sixteen had been tossed into wait mode as their flight back to the States was yet again delayed. The euphoria of completing a successful covert rescue had worn down. The debriefings were finally over and most of the reports had been written and filed.

Most.

But not Cosmo Richter’s.

He was sitting at Mikey Muldoon’s desk, hiding behind the workstation divider and staring at the cursor flashing on the laptop’s screen, cursing the day he’d taken the chief’s exam.

God damn, but he hated written reports.

‘Is which story true?’ Collins asked Vlachic, his voice carrying in quite clearly from the hall.

Cosmo stopped pretending to write and listened instead. Because, Christ, was there more than one story about him now?

‘The story,’ Vlachic said, a hint of impatience in his voice. ‘I’m not an idiot, sir. The recruited-from-Rikers-Island rumor is just that – a stupid rumor.’

Ah, of course. Collins had been thinking about the Rikers Island thing.

As far as rumors went, that one actually bothered Cosmo. It was a smudge on the honor of the Teams. It had the potential to make people – naive people, sure – believe that the SEALs were no better than hired killers or thugs.

‘Civilians might believe it,’ the new guy continued, ‘but we both know an ex-con is never going to get into the SEAL Teams.’

Vlachic had all the makings of an excellent spec ops warrior, despite the fact that he was proving to be dead-ass average when it came to asking about The Story.

Sooner or later, everyone asked. Is that story about big, scary-looking Cosmo Richter really true?

Most of them asked somewhere between one and forty-two hours after first going out on a real-world op with him.

And sure enough, twenty-four and a half hours ago they’d delivered the rescued hostages – Cosmo still thought of them as ‘My Three Nuns’ – into the arms of the waiting doctors here at the air base.

But even though everyone asked about the story, no one had ever asked Cosmo directly. And most of them waited to ask at a time when they were certain he wouldn’t overhear.

Although, granted, neither Vlachic nor Ensign Joel Collins would’ve expected to find Cosmo here, deep in Officer Country, hiding out in this little cubbyhole of a half an office that had been temporarily assigned to Lieutenant Muldoon.

‘According to the official report, no, it’s not true,’ Collins told Vlachic now. They’d stopped right outside this door. Unbelievable. ‘Chief Richter was barely mentioned.’

‘Yeah, well, with all due respect, sir, what’s a report going to say?’ Vlachic pointed out.

Cosmo tried not to listen as the team’s two newest members argued about what would or would not be acceptable information for an official report. And whether or not there was another version – this one top secret – that included the exact details of what had gone down that day all those years ago. And whether Lieutenant Commander Lewis Koehl, the newly appointed CO of SEAL Team Sixteen, had seen a copy of that second report. Oh, and if such a report existed, did it contain Cosmo Richter’s real first name, because no one seemed to know what that was.

He stared at his computer screen. Where the hell was he? He reread the last thing he’d written in his report about the rescue of the nuns.

0507. Hostages found, IDed, and freed from barred cell. Sole guard removed before alarm raised.

0510. Headed for roof. Intel reports correct – zero children in this entire facility. Two guards encountered, resistance minimal, surprise 100 percent – ruse on street working well. Guards eliminated before alarm raised.

He was repeating himself. His college comp professor had always been on Cosmo’s ass, chastising him for repeating himself.

God damn, he hated report writing.

‘What I heard, sir,’ Vlachic said, and Cosmo used the excuse of checking out The Story’s latest mutation to take a break from this seventh level of hell, ‘was that Chief Richter single-handedly wiped out over a hundred men.’

Whoa.

The number was up to a hundred now.

If it kept growing at this rate, by the time Cosmo retired, the story would credit him with the destruction of an entire battalion.

Back when the number had reached a grand total of fifty, he’d thought it had overstretched the boundaries of believability. Yet it still continued to grow.

The wide-eyed new guys continued to believe him capable of damn near anything.

‘I heard that he lost it,’ Vlachic continued, ‘and—’

‘He didn’t lose it, Chick,’ Collins interrupted, disdain in his voice. ‘He doesn’t lose it. The man doesn’t even blink. You were just out there with him. Am I wrong? While you were inside that orphanage, how many of those al-Qaeda fucks did Charlie squad take out of the picture?’

‘Seven,’ the petty officer said.

‘And how many did the chief personally send to their reward?’

‘I don’t know,’ Vlachic admitted. ‘At least four. Maybe five.’ His laughter was disparaging. ‘I was too busy wetting my pants to notice exactly. And you’re right, sir – the chief was a robot.’

Yeah, Cosmo wished. If he truly were a robot, the looks of horror on those nuns’ faces wouldn’t still be haunting him. Damn, but he was going to carry that with him for a long, long time.

0514. Additional four terrorists removed from orphanage roof. Before alarm raised.

With all due respect, fuck you, Professor Harris. This was hard enough to write without having to find new ways to explain over and over again that if the guards had been allowed to make noise, an entire platoon would’ve come down on their heads, and a whole lot more people would’ve died.

As it was, the body count must’ve seemed outrageously high to the hostages. Cos hadn’t had time to do more than push the fallen guards aside. At least the sisters hadn’t had to step over them.

Yeah, great. What a guy.

0518. Extraction via Seahawk helo from roof.

0542. Out of hostile airspace.

And he was done. Christ. Writing this had taken longer than the actual op.

He saved and printed the report.

And then realized that if he left this office, he’d have to walk right past Vlachic and Collins, who were just getting into the details of The Story.

‘So the chief walks through what used to be some kind of village square,’ Collins was saying, ‘and it’s a bloodbath. Half the population of this town had been executed. Men, women . . . there were even dead babies, you know? Dozens of kids.’

‘Jesus,’ Vlachic breathed as Cosmo closed the laptop and put the report into Mikey’s in-basket. ‘I hadn’t heard that. It sounds like—’

‘Bullshit exaggeration?’ Collins asked. ‘Yes, it does, but detailed info about the casualties was in the written report, so . . . And Sam Starrett – you ever meet Lieutenant Starrett, Chick? Tall officer? From Texas? He’s gone from the Teams now, but—’

‘Yeah, I know who you’re talking about,’ Vlachic said. ‘I saw him a few times during BUD/S, out in the grinder, laughing at us.’

‘Starrett was there at the village,’ Collins said. ‘I heard he was, like, down on his hands and knees in the dust, retching. The carnage was that bad. And Chief Richter – although he wasn’t a chief then, you know – he’s just walking around, taking it all in. He doesn’t look upset, doesn’t look anything. You know Cosmo – he plays his cards close to the vest. He also never says much of anything unless he’s giving a direct order, but he’s standing there in that square, and he says kind of quietly – like, he’s not talking to anyone. He was just standing there by himself. But he says, “Whoever did this is going to fucking die.”’

Actually, what he’d said was, ‘Whoever did this deserves to die.’ Somewhere along the way, as The Story had been told again and again, someone had added the infinitive-splitting profanity and done that little verb switcheroo. Cosmo couldn’t blame them. It made for higher drama.

He himself was partially to blame, because he’d never bothered to correct it.

The op in question had happened years ago, early in his career. SEAL Team Sixteen had been sent to a terrorist hotbed of a country known as ‘the Pit’. In the mountains up north, two warring factions had been duking it out, and someone in a remote little village had pissed off one of the warlords, who had wreaked that terrible havoc.

The SEALs’ orders had been to escort negotiators into the mountains, to help get talks started to end the bloodshed, and to keep other villagers in the area safe.

Several of the officers were given an order – to locate the warlord’s encampment. A squad had left to do just that.

Cosmo, though, had helped handle the cleanup. Even though it was winter, something had to be done about the dozens of bodies lying in the village square.

He’d done some crap jobs in his life, but that one had been the worst. It made yesterday’s garbage chute seem like a picnic in the park with Nicole Kidman.

And Renée Zellweger.

‘The theory is that he discovered the location of the warlord’s camp,’ Collins told Vlachic now.

By he he meant Cosmo, who now surrendered. He sat down in Mikey’s office chair, put his head back and his feet up, and closed his eyes. This was going to take a while.

‘No one remembers seeing him at the briefing,’ Collins continued, ‘but he could have been listening outside of the tent. During the night, it’s said that he went into the mountains and paid that warlord a little visit. And instead of negotiating a meeting, the next morning those diplomats ended up helping load up a hundred more body bags. That warlord and most of his men were dead.’

‘And everyone’s certain it was Chief Richter?’ Vlachic questioned.

‘No,’ Collins said. ‘But apparently he was unaccounted for that night – just short of UA. And – if he was doing something else, why doesn’t he talk about it and end the speculation, huh?’

Because what he’d done one night, all those years ago, was no one’s freaking business. Cosmo almost got up and said it aloud as he walked out into the hall. But he stayed seated. Vlachic was a good kid. It would embarrass him to be caught gossiping this way.

Collins, however, was one of those cocky young officers that the chiefs prayed would either move quickly into the civilian sector or grow up – preferably before he got someone killed.

‘And,’ Collins continued, ‘get this: a SEAL name of Hoskins – he’s no longer with the Teams, but he hangs out sometimes at the Ladybug Lounge, so you can ask him yourself – he says he spotted the chief around dawn, heading toward the river to get cleaned up because his uniform was covered with blood. And Bill Silverman – you’ve met him, right? He heard one of the village elders thanking Cos, like, “I can never repay you for what you have done.”’

‘Shit,’ Vlachic said, the word filled with meaning.

‘Yeah,’ Collins responded. ‘But seeing as how it brought peace to the region, at least until a new warlord moved in . . .’

Their voices faded as they finally moved off down the corridor.

‘Do you think he did it?’ Cosmo heard Vlachic ask. ‘Killed all those men?’

He couldn’t hear Collins’s reply.

He waited until he heard the door closing down at the end of the hall. He reached for his sunglasses as he got to his feet. ‘Free at last.’ It was little more than an exhale, barely audible and certainly not meant to be overheard.

‘Are you?’ a voice asked. It was female and faintly Hispanic, and he recognized right away that it belonged to Sister Mary Grace, the youngest of his three nuns.

Despite that, it took everything he had to keep himself from jumping. How was it possible that he hadn’t heard her approach?

The sky outside the window was overcast, but he put his sunglasses on before he turned to face her.

Fortunately, she didn’t expect him to answer her question. ‘Lieutenant Muldoon thought I might find you here.’

Cosmo waited, and sure enough, she kept going.

‘I didn’t get a chance to thank you,’ she told him. ‘So . . .’ Her hands fluttered. She had long, graceful fingers, with short but well-kept nails. ‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome, ma’am,’ he said with a nod that was meant to give her permission to exit. ‘I’m glad you and your friends are safe.’

But she didn’t leave. ‘Do you have a minute?’ she asked. ‘Do you mind if we sit down?’

That’s when he secured his spot in hell. He picked up that report he’d put in Muldoon’s basket and lied to a nun. ‘I’m afraid I need to get this to the lieutenant right away.’

She nodded solemnly, as if she believed him. ‘May I walk with you, then?’

Cosmo hesitated, and she didn’t wait for him to answer. She led the way out the door.

There was nothing to do but follow.

She was pretty in a very nun kind of way, with short dark hair and glasses that didn’t hide the luminousness of her eyes. Whatever she wanted, it wasn’t going to be good. Best-case scenario was that she was intending to preach at him for using deadly force during the rescue.

Thank you for saving my life, but couldn’t you have done it without hurting those poor terrorists . . .?

He knew how to answer that. If she were someone he knew well and considered a friend, he might say, You mean risk your safety and that of my teammates by doing anything other than permanently removing the ‘poor’ terrorists who were responsible for three different bus bombings and 268 civilian deaths over the course of one week, who attacked the hotel where the delegates from your peacekeeping mission were billeted, who executed eleven members of your delegation, and who kidnapped you and your two friends with the intention of videotaping your impending torture and death as a warning to others who might defy them?

But no. Instead, if she asked that question, he would merely respond with, No, ma’am, I could not, politely excuse himself, and walk away.

If this woman’s recent experiences hadn’t made an adjustment to her never-use-violence way of thinking, nothing he said was going to change her mind.

And she sure as hell wasn’t going to change his.

But she didn’t speak until they went down the stairs and out into the crisp, cold sunshine.

‘I was wondering,’ she said then, ‘and forgive me if this is too personal, but . . . Are you married?’

What the fah . . .? Cosmo couldn’t help himself. He looked at her over the top of his sunglasses.

It wasn’t often that someone managed to surprise him so completely. And Sister Mary Grace – who’d also sneaked up on him – was two for two.

‘No,’ he said.

‘Do you have a girlfriend?’ she asked.

He broke eye contact. ‘No.’ Jesus, was she . . .? Cosmo prayed – for the first time in years – that she hadn’t sought him out to hit on him. That would be too ungodly weird.

But it would be just his luck when it came to women. He attracted the strange ones. Or the needy ones – needy in the sense of, ‘I need to be tied up.’ Or even worse – ‘I need to be treated like crap, so if you’re going to be nice to me, I’m leaving right now.’

He had some kind of homing beacon that drew in the desperately dysfunctional – the women who thought he was dangerous and got off on that. If there was such a thing as a nympho nun, it made sense that she would seek him out.

Please, God, if You’re out there, make this woman’s desire be for nothing more than to sing a verse or two of ‘Climb Ev’ry Mountain’.

‘Any kind of significant other?’ she persisted. ‘Someone that you can talk to?’

And just like that, he understood. She wasn’t hoping to jump his bones, thank you, dear sweet Jesus. She just wanted to make sure he had an outlet for his emotional and spiritual relief.

Sister Mary Grace didn’t falter as he stopped walking, as he gazed silently down at her. He knew damn well that the combination of his mirrored shades and his poker face could make strong men shake in their boots and back away.

But she took a step closer. ‘I just wanted to let you know that I’m here if you ever need to talk,’ she told him.

She had beautiful eyes. They were so warm, so peaceful. So nonjudgmental.

‘I’m all right,’ he said.

‘I know.’ The way she said it, with that smile – it wasn’t just a platitude. ‘But everyone needs someone to talk to. Don’t you think?’

‘The team has a shrink,’ he told her, mostly because she was standing there with those eyes, waiting for some kind of response. With anyone else, he would’ve excused himself and been long gone.

‘That’s good,’ she said with another warm smile.

It made him feel like a liar. ‘I don’t go very often, or . . .’ He corrected himself. ‘At all, actually. Except, you know, when I’m ordered to . . .’

‘But you can go if you ever need to,’ she said. ‘Right?’

‘Yeah.’

There was silence then, but she didn’t try to fill it. She just stood there, smiling at him.

Collins and Vlachic were across the yard, talking to Izzy Zanella, who was trying to get a softball game going. All three of them were watching Cosmo and the nun out of the corner of their eyes.

‘I’ll pray for you,’ Sister Mary Grace finally told him, and, Christ, what could he possibly say in response to that?

‘Thank you, Sister.’

Jenkins saved him – God bless him. He came running out of the administrative building. ‘Hey, Zanella, have you seen Cos?’

Izzy pointed, and Jenk jogged in his direction. ‘Excuse me, Chief,’ he called. ‘We just got a call from the States. Your mother – she’s going to be all right – but she’s had an accident. I guess she fell and . . . Sounds like she broke both of her wrists.’

Oh, shit. ‘Excuse me,’ Cosmo told the nun.

As he ran for the admin office, he heard Ensign Collins say to Vlachic and Zanella, ‘Chief Richter has a mother?’



One

Cosmo’s mother was driving him crazy.

Well, okay, to be fair, it wasn’t his mom, but rather her choice of music that had pushed him out of her condo, into his truck, and back down the 5, here to San Diego.

He parked in the lot next to the squat, ugly building that held the offices of Troubleshooters Incorporated. The sun was warm on the back of his neck as he crossed to the door. As usual, it was locked – apparently Tommy Paoletti had had no luck yet finding a receptionist for his personal security company. But he had installed a system that would allow him to let people in without having to run all the way out to the door twenty times a day.

A surveillance camera hung overhead, and Cosmo looked up at it, making sure Tommy would be able to see his face as he hit the bell.

The lock clicked open as a buzzer sounded, and he went inside.

‘Grab some coffee – I’ll be right out,’ Tom shouted from one of the back offices. ‘How’s your mom?’

‘Much better, thanks,’ Cosmo called back.

And she was. Right after the accident, when Cosmo had first gone to see her, she’d been in a lot of pain. Her face had been almost gray, and she’d looked old and frail lying in that hospital bed.

But she’d been home a few days now and was feeling far more her old self.

Which was great.

But, dear sweet Jesus, if he had to listen to the soundtrack from Jekyll & Hyde one more time, he was going to scream.

‘You just haven’t had enough time to appreciate it,’ his mother had told him. ‘A few more listens and—’

Oh, no. No, no, Mom. I’ve heard it quite enough, thanks.

Cosmo poured himself some coffee from the setup in the Troubleshooters waiting room.

He’d actually liked Urinetown. He could handle repeated listens of The Full Monty, too. And West Side Story, if done properly, could bring tears to his usually super-cynical dry eyes.

But most of his mother’s very favorite Broadway musicals were those which Uncle Riley had dubbed ‘screamers’. They were filled with hyper-emotional ballads with crescendos that swelled to triple forte, delivered by sopranos or tenors who, as Riley had insisted, deserved immediate arrest by the ‘too-too’ police.

Uncle Riley had gotten away with it, but God help him if Cosmo ever said anything like that aloud.

Not just to his mother, who would give him her best injured look, then subject him to several hours of lectures on true music appreciation.

But God help him also if he talked about such things to the other men in SEAL Team Sixteen.

They would look at him as if he were, well . . .

Gay.

Which he wasn’t.

Not even close.

Not, of course, that there was anything wrong with it.

Shoot, with his mother, it would’ve been easier if he had been. He might’ve been born with some special genetic ability to actually enjoy Jekyll & Hyde. And Phantom and Les Mis and all the other screamers he’d gritted his teeth through, as he’d taken his mother to see them through the years.

Cos took his coffee and sank down into one of the new leather sofas in the Troubleshooters waiting room. Buttery soft and a light shade of honey brown, they replaced the former mismatched collection of overstuffed chairs – thrift shop rejects – that had cluttered the area in front of the receptionist’s desk.

Whoa, the walls had been repainted, too.

Magazine racks, potted plants, real lamps instead of overhead fluorescents . . .

Tom’s wife, Kelly, had been threatening to redecorate for months, insisting that the image Tom was trying for with his new company probably wasn’t ‘piss poor and tasteless to boot’.

But huge leather sofas – as nice as they were – weren’t exactly Kelly’s light and breezy New England beach house style.

Someone else had done this.

Someone besides Tom – who was a great leader but seriously fashion and design challenged.

‘Are you here for the meeting?’

Cosmo looked up. The woman coming down the hall toward him was a stranger. She was wearing a pin-striped suit that had been tailored to accentuate her feminine shape. Petite, with blond hair cut short and delicate features in a launch-a-thousand-ships face, she had blue eyes that were coolly polite. Professional. Intelligent.

Ivy-league intelligent.

Her hands were ring-free. Both of them. Her fingernails were short, bitten down almost to the quick – a direct and intriguing contrast to the career-woman persona.

She took a few steps closer and tried again. ‘May I help you?’

‘No, ma’am,’ he finally answered her, then mentally kicked himself. Talk, asshole. She most certainly could help him. He would love for her to help him. And at least be polite. ‘Thanks. I’m waiting for Commander Paoletti.’

She finally smiled, and it transformed her from merely breathtakingly beautiful to full-power-defibrillator heart-stoppingly gorgeous. He wanted to drop to his knees and beg her to bear his children.

‘You must be one of his SEALs,’ she said.

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Stand up, fool. But, Christ, don’t spill the coffee . . . Too late. It splashed over the edge of the cup and onto his fingers. Gahhhhd, it was hot.

She pretended not to notice as he pretended that he hadn’t just been scalded. She even held out her hand to shake. ‘I’m Sophia Ghaffari.’

Sophia. It was a beautiful name, and by all rights violins should have started playing when she said it. She looked like a Sophia, she dressed like a Sophia, she even smelled like a Sophia.

He tried to wipe his fingers dry on his pants, but it was hopeless. ‘Cosmo Richter. Sorry, I’m . . .’

A freakin’ idiot.

He crossed to the coffee setup, where he found some napkins, thank the Lord.

But Sophia didn’t run out of the room screaming, ‘Save me from cretins!’ as he wiped off his hand. ‘You must be here to help out with the Mercedes Chadwick job,’ she said instead.

‘I’m not sure,’ he admitted. ‘Tommy said something about an easy op in LA.’

‘That’s the one.’ Now that his hands were clean, she had crossed her arms. ‘She’s a movie producer – and I guess a screenwriter, too,’ she told him. ‘She’s been getting death threats.’

His chance to touch Sophia, to shake her hand, had apparently passed. What a crying shame.

‘Hey, Cos.’ Tom Paoletti came out from the back, smiling his welcome. ‘Sorry to keep you waiting.’

‘No problem, sir.’

‘Before I forget, Kelly said to say she’s on for lunch tomorrow.’

‘How is she?’ Cosmo asked. Tommy’s wife, Kelly, was pregnant with their first child.

‘Other than pissed that she can’t fly?’ Tom asked. ‘She really wanted to go back to Massachusetts for a week on the beach before the baby was born, but her OB just grounded her. We had a four-hour discussion the other night on the definition of “highly recommend”.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘The happy ending was that one of our clients owns a house right on the beach in Malibu, and he’s always telling me to use it. So we’re going tomorrow. Actually, you can do me a big favor and drive Kelly up there after lunch.’ He looked at Sophia. ‘Soph, you better get moving, if you’re intending to catch that flight.’

‘Yeah. It was nice meeting you,’ Sophia told Cosmo, then turned back to Tom. ‘Tell Decker I’m sorry I missed him.’

‘I’ll do that,’ Tom told her. ‘He’s stuck in traffic. It’s bad – really, you better get going.’

As she hurried down the hall, he led Cosmo back toward his office. ‘We’ve had a change of plans,’ he continued. ‘Originally, Decker was going to meet us here, but the 15’s a parking lot. I’m going to meet him tonight, at the client’s. Any chance you can come along?’

‘Sure.’ Cosmo couldn’t help hesitating, turning to watch Sophia hustle out of her office and down the hall and out the door.

Tommy, of course, noticed. ‘Sophia’s handling our paranoia accounts. You know, people who are panicked by the changing terrorist-threat levels. They want to make sure they have the best security system possible. She sets up a team to try to get past their system, see just how good it really is against professionals. She does the face-to-face work, initial meetings, report presentations, that sort of thing. She’s very good at it.’

‘Sounds like fun,’ Cos said as casually as he could as he closed Tom’s office door behind them. ‘Right up my alley. The breaking-in part, I mean. She need any help?’

Tommy laughed as he gestured for Cosmo to take a seat. Someone had gotten him new furniture for his office, too. A real desk instead of that rickety table he’d been using. ‘Her current assignment is out of state. I thought you wanted to stay close to your mom in . . . Where is she? Laguna Beach?’

‘Maybe I could commute.’ There was actual artwork up on the walls. Watercolors. Scenes of a coastline that was definitely New England and quite probably Tom and Kelly’s hometown on Boston’s North Shore.

Tom lifted an eyebrow. ‘To Denver?’

If it had been Phoenix or Vegas, he would’ve tried it. But Denver . . .

Tom knew what he was thinking. ‘Nice try, Chief,’ he said. ‘But she’s recently widowed – she’s not looking to get involved with anyone right now. And I really need you in LA – Hollywood, actually.’

‘The movie producer who’s getting death threats,’ Cosmo repeated what Sophia had told him. ‘Is Deck the team leader?’ Decker was a former SEAL and a former Agency operative.

‘Yep,’ Tom told him.

Cos nodded. If he couldn’t work with Sophia, Decker would be his strong second choice. ‘Count me in.’ He backpedaled. ‘If, you know, he wants me.’

Tom nodded. ‘I’ve already spoken to him. He wants you.’

Lawrence Decker was a spec ops legend. He’d left the SEAL Teams shortly after the terrorist bombing of Khobar Towers, a US military complex in Saudi Arabia. According to the grapevine, Chief Decker had been frustrated by the red tape that, at the time, kept the SEALs from actively hunting down the terrorist organization that had killed so many American servicemen. He’d left the Teams and joined the clandestine and nearly nameless organization known as the Agency, where he’d gotten his wish – going deep into countries known for harboring terrorists. Now he was one of many former SEALs and Delta Force, Marine, CIA, FBI and Agency operatives who were working for Tommy Paoletti’s civilian consultant group.

Yeah, Troubleshooters Incorporated’s personnel list read like a Who’s Who of the elite from the Special Operations world.

‘You’ve got how many weeks of leave left?’ Tommy asked Cos.

‘Three weeks, two days, seventeen hours.’

His former SEAL CO smiled. ‘Well, at least you’re not counting the minutes.’

Cosmo glanced at his watch. And fourteen minutes.

‘And you’re sure you don’t want to use this time as a vacation?’ Tom asked.

‘I’m quite sure, sir.’ Like many SEALs in Team Sixteen, Cosmo wasn’t good at taking vacations. After just a few days, he got bored. Restless. ‘I just want to be able to check in on my mother once or twice a day, even just by phone.’

‘You’re an only child, aren’t you?’ Tom asked.

‘Yeah. I’m it,’ Cos said. ‘That’s why I took the full thirty days.’ He’d taken the extra time off even though his mom was adamant that Cosmo not be the one to provide her personal care. She’d put it in bottom-line terms by saying no way was she going to allow her grown son to accompany her into the bathroom. ‘She’s doing really well, but I still want to be close by, you know? She seems to like both her day and night nurses – which is good, because with both wrists in a cast, she can’t do much of anything without help.’

‘That must be frustrating for her,’ Tom said.

Understatement of the year. ‘She has her coping strategies,’ Cos told him. ‘She loves listening to music, so she’s been doing a lot of that. The Card’s also putting together a special computer keyboard for her, so she’ll be able to go back online.’

God bless WildCard Karmody, SEAL Team Sixteen’s computer wizard.

‘So tell me about this Hollywood producer.’ Cosmo got down to business. ‘Her name’s . . . Mercedes? Like the car?’

‘J. Mercedes Chadwick,’ Tom told him, then smiled at the look of disgust Cosmo shot in his direction.

‘What’d she do,’ Cos asked, ‘to piss people off enough to make them want to kill her?’

‘I don’t need personal protection – a team of bodyguards? That’s absolutely ridiculous!’ Jane Chadwick told Patty, her new college intern.

Patty didn’t seem convinced, so Jane turned to Robin, hoping for just a teensy bit of brotherly support.

But he wasn’t paying attention. He was giving Patty one of his ‘hey there’ smiles. The girl, naturally, was dazzled. Of course, she was impossibly young and didn’t yet have the mileage that would enable her to see past Robin’s gorgeous face to the inner low-life womanizing scum within.

‘Yo,’ Jane said, clapping her hands sharply at her brother. Half-brother. At times like this it helped to remind herself that they shared only a fraction of their genetic makeup. ‘Robin. Focus. Patty, go call the studio back and tell them no. Thank you, but no. I’m perfectly safe. Be firm.’

Unlike that of many young movie-loving girls who made the pilgrimage to Hollywood, Patty’s freckle-faced cuteness wasn’t an act. She actually wore kneesocks and meant it. Jane didn’t know her very well yet, but unfortunately being firm didn’t seem to be high on her skill list.

But at least she was out of Jane’s office, closing the door behind her, releasing Robin from her captivating spell.

‘If you touch her,’ Jane told him, ‘I will kill you and I will make it hurt.’

‘What?’ Robin said. Mr Innocent. He made that sound that was half laugh, half indignation. ‘Come on. I was just smiling at her.’

One thing was certain: Her too-handsome half-brother was a brilliant actor. If they could get this movie made, and – most important – if they could get it distributed and seen, he was going to be a star.

‘Besides,’ he added, ‘you of all people shouldn’t be making idle death threats.’

That was supposed to be funny. Jane didn’t crack a smile.

‘That wasn’t a threat,’ she said. ‘It was a promise. Let me put this in terms you’ll understand, Sleazoid. If you sleep with her, she’ll think she’s your girlfriend. And when she finds out that she was merely your Friday night distraction, she’ll be badly hurt. Now. Maybe you don’t give a rat’s ass about Patty’s feelings, but I do. And I also know what you do care about, so listen close. If you break her heart, she will quit. And if she quits, you will take her place and become my personal assistant, and you won’t have a single minute to yourself from that moment until we are done making American Hero. Which means in Sleazoid-speak that it will be two months before you have sex again. Two. Months.’

Her little brother laughed. ‘Relax, Janey. I’m not going to sleep with her.’

Jane just looked at him. She liked Patty. A lot. The girl was smart, she was sweet, she was way overqualified for this glorified gofer position. The lack of backbone could be worked on – besides, Jane had plenty of that to go around.

Best of all, though, despite being paid only a stipend, Patty liked Jane. It was a win–win situation.

As long as Robin kept his own little win zipped up tight inside his pants and out of the equation.

Problem was, Patty had a serious crush on Robin. Which meant it was going to have to fall to him to keep his distance.

God help them all.

‘You need to lighten up,’ her brother told her now. ‘What is it Variety calls you?’ He reached for a copy of the trade magazine that was out and open on her desk and started to read the latest section that Patty had highlighted. ‘“Never too serious, party girl producer and screenwriter J. Mercedes Chadwick heats things up at the Paradise.”’ He looked at her over the top of the oversized page. ‘Who are you, you too-serious she-bitch, and what have you done with my real sister, the party girl producer?’

Jane gave him the evil eye that she’d perfected back when she was six and he was four.

It didn’t scare him as much anymore. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I know you’re freaked out by these e-mails—’

‘But I’m not,’ Jane interrupted. ‘I’m freaked out by the fact that the studio’s freaked out. I don’t need a bodyguard. Robbie, come on. It’s just a few Internet crazies who—’

‘Patty told me you got three hundred just today.’

‘No,’ she scoffed. ‘Well, yeah, but it’s, like, three crazies each sending a hundred e-mails.’

‘You’re certain of that?’

‘Yes,’ she told him.

Robin was silent, obviously not believing her.

‘Really,’ she insisted. ‘How could this possibly be real?’

More silence. ‘Who’s paying?’ Robin finally asked.

‘For my lifetime of sin?’ Jane responded. ‘I am, apparently.’

He gave her a get serious look – which was vaguely oxymoronic. Robin – telling someone else to get serious. ‘For this added security that HeartBeat Studios wants to set up,’ he clarified.

‘They are,’ Jane said. Her budget for this film was already stretched thin. She was using her personal credit cards to pay for craft services. No way could she afford round-the-clock guards.

‘Then I don’t see what the big deal is,’ Robin said.

‘You don’t understand,’ Jane said. And he didn’t. Her brother, while not exactly simple, presented his true self to the world at all times. Well, except for lying to her about his intentions toward Patty . . .

Robin was a player and he didn’t try to hide it. Too many women, too little time – he’d said as much in his first interview with Entertainment Weekly. Consummate actor that he was, he came across as charming. The reporter – a woman, natch – portrayed him as boyishly honest about his inability to resist temptation, rather than selfish and spoiled.

To be sure, his being spoiled was partly Jane’s fault. As his older sister, she’d bent over backward to try to make life as easy as possible for him. Well, at least she had after she’d ended that phase where her every waking moment was devoted to tormenting her wimpy little freak of a half-brother.

It had been difficult growing up with their parents. Between her and Robin, they’d had three households – Jane and her mom’s, Robin and his mom’s, and their father’s, where they spent every other weekend with him and his wife du jour.

Which meant that most of those weekends it was just Jane and Robin and their father’s housekeeper, who rarely spoke English and was replaced with an even greater frequency than the stepmom of the moment.

It was during one of those weekends that Jane first discovered that Robin’s entire life reeked of neglect. His mother was referred to by her own mother as ‘that drunken bitch,’ so she probably shouldn’t have been too surprised.

Somewhere down the line, just a few years before Robin’s mother died and he moved in full-time with their father, Jane stopped being his chief tormentor and became his champion. His protector. His ally.

‘What’s not to understand?’ he asked her now. ‘HeartBeat wants to hire a couple of bodyguards for you. Use it. Spin it into something that’ll get us two, maybe three stories in the trades. If you do it right, maybe AP’ll pick it up.’

‘I don’t want a bodyguard following me around day and night.’ Jane’s public persona, ‘Party Girl Producer Mercedes Chadwick’, was as much a fictional character as any she’d ever created for one of her screenplays – the real-life gang in American Hero not included.

For the first time in her career – a crazy, seven-year ride that had started with a freak hit when she was still in film school – Jane was making a movie based on fact.

And was getting death threats because of it.

‘I don’t want to have to be the “Party Girl Producer” here in my own home,’ she told her brother. Her feet hurt just from the idea of wearing J. Mercedes Chadwick’s dangerously high heels 24/7. Which she would have to do. Because her bodyguards would be watching her – that was the whole point of their being there, right?

And no way would she risk one of them giving an interview after the threat was over and done, saying, ‘Jane Chadwick? Yeah, the Mercedes thing is just BS. No one really calls her that. She’s actually very normal. Plain Jane, you know? Nothing special to look at without the trashy clothes and makeup. She works eighteen-hour days – which is deadly dull and boring, if you want to know the truth. And all those guys she allegedly dates? It’s all for show. The Party Girl Producer hasn’t had a private party in her bedroom for close to two years.’

If HeartBeat Studios hired bodyguards, she’d have to lock herself in her suite of rooms every night.

Patty knocked on the door, opening it a crack to peek in. ‘I’m sorry,’ she reported. She started most of her conversations with an apology. It was a habit Jane intended to break her of long before American Hero was in the can. ‘They’ve set up a meeting here for four o’clock with the security firm they’ve hired – Troubleshooters Incorporated.’

Jane closed her eyes at Patty’s verb tense. Hired. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Tell them no. Leave off the thank-you this time and—’

‘I’m sorry’ – Patty looked as if she were going to cry – ‘but the studio apparently called the FBI—’

‘What?’

‘—and the authorities are taking the threat seriously. They’re involved now.’

‘The FBI?’ Jane was on her feet.

Patty nodded. ‘Some important agent from DC is going to be here at four, too. He’s already on his way.’

Jules Cassidy hated LA.

He hated it for the usual reasons – the relentless traffic jams, the unending sameness of the weather, and the air of frantic, fear-driven competition that ruled the city. It was as if all four million inhabitants were holding their breath, terrified that if they were on the top, they’d fall; if they were climbing, they wouldn’t make it; and if they were at the bottom, they’d never get their big break.

It was called the City of Angels, but the folks who gave it that name had neglected to mention that the particular angels who lived there didn’t answer to the man upstairs.

Jules could almost hear one of those satanic types laughing as he gazed at his current number one reason why he hated LA.

A kid, barely out of his teens, was pointing a handgun at Jules’ chest. ‘Give me your wallet!’

There had been a sign saying, ‘Park at your own risk’ posted at the entrance to this parking garage that was cut into the hillside beneath his West Hollywood hotel. But Jules had foolishly assumed any risk would occur at night, not during broad daylight. Of course, in here it was shadowy and dank. The small lot was only half filled, and no other people were in sight.

The garage walls were concrete block, and the ceiling looked solid, too. A bullet would ricochet off rather than penetrate and injure someone on the other side. The open bay doors on his right, however, led directly to the street. It wasn’t a major thoroughfare, but there was occasional traffic.

‘You don’t want to do this,’ Jules said, carefully keeping his hands where the kid could see them, even while he inched his way closer. He was glad his sidearm was in a locked suitcase in the trunk of the car, so he could hold his jacket open and take his wallet out of his pocket with two fingers without flashing his shoulder holster. ‘Just turn around and walk away – and do yourself another favor while you’re at it. Wipe the gun so your prints aren’t on it and—’

‘Shut up,’ the kid ordered him. He had primitive tattoos on his knuckles – despite his tender age he’d already done prison time. His hands were also shaking, another bad sign. He was obviously in dire need of a fix – the most desperate of all the desperate Los Angelenos.

He was in such bad shape, he’d forgotten to pull his ski mask down over his face. He was wearing it on top of his head, which didn’t do much to conceal his identity.

Clear thinking wasn’t part of the heroin withdrawal process, so Jules tried to eliminate any confusion on his end.

‘I’m putting this on the ground’ – Jules did just that – ‘and here’s my watch and my ring, too.’ The ring – nothing fancy, just a simple silver band – was going to do the trick. The kid’s hands were shaking too much to be able to pick it up without his looking down, and when he did . . . ‘I’m going to back away—’

‘I said shut the fuck up, faggot!’

Well, all-righty then. Jules could just imagine the conversation shared over a needle. Hey, if you ever need some fast cash, go on over to West Hollywood and rob a homo. They’re all rich, and if you do it right, you can probably make ’em cry, which is good for a laugh . . .

‘So this is a hate crime?’ Jules asked in an attempt to distract because he just couldn’t bring himself to cry. But it was too late. The time for conversation was definitely over.

The kid realized that his mask was up.

Jules wasn’t sure what changed, but he got a heavy whiff of, I can’t go back to prison, which wasn’t a good emotion to combine with, I need a fix. Now.

He couldn’t wait for the kid to fumble with the ring.

Instead, Jules rushed him, taking care to knock his gun hand up and to the left, away from the open bay door, which proved to be unnecessary as the weapon went flying, unfired.

It skittered on the concrete as Jules sent the kid in the opposite direction.

He used the basic principles of Newton’s second law to launch himself after that weapon, scooping it off the floor and holding it in a stance that was far less theatrical than the kid’s had been, but also far more effective.

The kid rolled onto his ass, his face scraped and bleeding, and he looked at Jules with a mixture of disbelief and horror. ‘Who the fuck are you?’

‘You didn’t think a fag would fight back, huh?’ Jules asked. Holding the gun steady with one hand, he took his cell phone from his pocket with his other and speed-dialed the LAPD number he’d programmed in – standard procedure for an out-of-town visit – on his flight from DC. ‘Yeah,’ he said into the phone as the line was picked up. ‘This is Agent Jules Cassidy, with the FBI.’

‘Ah, shit,’ the kid said, too stupid to realize his mistake hadn’t been that he’d mugged the wrong man, but rather that he’d left his home this morning intending to commit felony armed robbery instead of checking himself into a rehab program.

‘I need immediate police assistance in the underground garage for the Stonewall Hotel in West Hollywood,’ Jules told the police dispatcher. He looked at the kid. ‘You, sweetiecakes, have the right to remain silent . . .’



Two

Producer J. Mercedes Chadwick’s house in the Hollywood Hills was an elegant old monster built back in the silent film era. But when Lawrence Decker followed Cosmo Richter and Tom Paoletti into the front hall, he’d realized that old was the defining word. The building probably hadn’t been renovated since the late 1940s.

From the gate, it had looked impressive. From inside, with a collection of buckets strategically positioned under obvious signs of water damage on the ceiling, it was clear that the place was a major fixer-upper.

‘Someone else is paying the bill, right?’ Cosmo had murmured to Tom as they stood in the foyer, waiting for the girl clutching the clipboard to fetch Ms Chadwick from the back.

‘HeartBeat Studios,’ Tom murmured back.

Decker was well aware that securing HeartBeat as a regular client would be quite an accomplishment for Troubleshooters Incorporated. The work would be easy – silver-bullet assignments – compared to most of the operations Deck had been on overseas. While providing security for a Hollywood studio wouldn’t quite be paid R & R, it would be close.

Easy assignments, good money. That’s why Tom himself was here today with Deck, and why he’d dragged Cosmo Richter along, too.

The SEAL chief was tall and muscular, with a lean face and pale blue eyes he usually kept hidden behind sunglasses. Yeah, he was impressively dangerous-looking – something no one had ever been able to say about Decker, even during his own years with the Navy.

Cosmo was here as a human exclamation mark, strategically in place for the client to gaze upon after Tom and Decker assured her that they would, indeed, be able to keep her safe.

Of course, the first thing they needed to do was install a security system. Currently, there was nothing here – aside from a fading sign on the creaky automated gate at the end of the driveway: beware of dogs.

This place dated from the time when state-of-the-art security meant a stone wall with bits of glass in the concrete on top, a front gate, and a matched set of big, loud and ugly, with lots of sharp teeth.

‘We have a list of improvements a mile long that we’re planning to make,’ Ms Chadwick had told them breezily as she’d led the way to the suite of rooms she and her brother were using for their production company’s main offices. Her impossibly high heels had clicked on the marble tile floor. ‘But we’re wait-listed with the contractor. You know how hard it is to get work done these days . . .’

According to the file Tom had given Deck, she’d produced her first movie – a low-budget horror flick called Hell or High Water – back when she was in film school. She sold her little student film to a distributor for a ton of money and put herself on the map as a mover and shaker.

Apparently, in Hollywood, youth was in. And, J. Mercedes Chadwick was still young, barely twenty-six. She dressed younger, looking like Britney Spears’ brunette twin, with long, dark hair cascading down her back and a significant gap between the below-the-hips waistband of her microskirt and the bottom edge of her shirt.

Which was . . . quite a shirt. It had one hell of a neckline.

J. Mercedes Chadwick was a very healthy young woman, no doubt about that.

Her long legs were bare and as golden tanned as her stomach, her toenails painted an exotic shade of dark pink.

She had what Decker thought of as Greek goddess eyes – bluish green and an unusual contrast with her dark hair and rich Mediterranean complexion. She was gorgeous – although not by Hollywood’s standards, because she hadn’t managed to starve herself boyishly thin.

And that was a choice that was quite intentional – calculated, in fact. He’d realized it when they were introduced, as she’d held his hand just a little too long and gazed into his eyes just a little too meaningfully.

She knew what most of Hollywood had forgotten. That as fashionable as it was to be whip thin, most men still liked women with substantial curves.

But if his libido had kicked on from that soulfully probing look, it kicked off just as quickly when she gazed at Cosmo the exact same way.

Cos, bless him, didn’t crack a smile. He just looked back at the woman with a total lack of expression, as if all that cleavage meant absolutely nothing to him.

Of course, maybe it didn’t. Decker didn’t know the younger man very well.

One thing he did know was that J. Mercedes Chadwick liked standing out. Hence the three-inch heels that pushed her well over six feet tall and made her tower over mere mortals such as Deck.

There was, he also realized, probably nothing that this woman ever did that was unintentional.

She couldn’t have been more different in height and coloring, but she made him think of Sophia Ghaffari – whom he hadn’t seen since that drink they’d shared in a bar in Kaiserslautern, Germany, over six months ago.

Sophia was working for Tom Paoletti now – as a matter of fact, for the past four months both she and Deck had worked out of the same office in San Diego. But Decker had spent most of that time OUTCONUS, on various assignments. The few occasions he’d been back in the States, she’d been out of town.

Which was probably a very good thing, considering.

They all sat now – Cosmo, Tom, Decker, Mercedes and her brother Robin who was as fair as she was dark – on a series of sofas and easy chairs in a huge room with windows looking out over the wilderness that was the back garden.

‘Isn’t a high-tech security system going to be enough?’ Mercedes was arguing with Tom. ‘I mean, great, if HeartBeat wants to pay to install a system, I’m not going to say no. But really, with the kind of technology that’s available these days, isn’t the idea of two guards – one inside and one outside the house, around the clock – just a little extravagant?’

Decker answered for Tom. ‘Considering the size of this house, Ms Chadwick, no.’

She was obviously not happy with the idea, but as she turned to look at him, he knew what it was about her that reminded him of Sophia. It was that smile and the eye contact as she asked, ‘But does it have to be day and night? I have . . . friends who can keep me safe at night.’

Across the room, her brother covered a laugh with a cough.

Mercedes Chadwick didn’t bring the question ‘Do you want to make it with me?’ to the table. No, her attitude was ‘When do you want to make it with me?’

It was an approach to being a woman in the business world that was a direct 180 from the dress-and-act-like-a-man school. Instead of trying to de-sex, Mercedes Chadwick used her sexuality to try to gain control.

Just like blond and beautiful Sophia Ghaffari had done back in Kazbekistan, when she and Deck had first met.

As Mercedes smiled at him, Decker wondered if she would go as far as Sophia had to gain the upper hand.

Jesus, was he ever going to stop thinking about that?

‘Your privacy won’t be compromised,’ Tom told Mercedes, trying to reassure her.

She laughed. ‘Yes, it will. Look, can’t we just pretend that you’ve got guards posted here around the clock? I don’t mind having one of your men tag along when I go out. That actually might be kind of fun. And it’s okay with me if someone hangs here, guarding the place while I’m gone, but . . .’

Deck exchanged a look with Tom. Fun?

‘I know this may seem inconvenient—’ Tom started.

‘And I know you really want this gig,’ she cut him off. ‘So let’s compromise.’

‘There is no compromise.’ Tom was absolute. ‘We’re talking about your personal safety.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, I’m so sure some of those scary e-mailers are going to come out here and try to hit me with their computer keyboards. Or maybe they’ll chain-mail me to death. “If you don’t forward this to ten people in the next two minutes, great misfortune will befall you . . .”’

Cosmo Richter, who’d seemed all this time to have his full attention focused on the garden, finally looked over at Mercedes and spoke. ‘Is there a reason, miss, why you feel the threats that have been made against your life are a joke?’

‘Joke,’ she said, looking from Cosmo to Decker to Tom. ‘Yes, joke. That’s a good word for this, thank you. It’s a giant joke, gentlemen. It’s probably a stunt that the studio’s come up with to get publicity for this movie. You don’t really think someone wants to kill me, do you?’

Her intercom buzzed, breaking in before Tom could respond.

‘I’m sorry to interrupt.’ The voice of Mercedes’ personal assistant came through a speaker. ‘But an FBI agent named Jules Cassidy is down by the gate, and’ – she cleared her throat – ‘the opener’s stuck again.’

The brother – Robin – stood. ‘I’ll go.’

The FBI agent drove a rented Mercury Sable.

Robin wasn’t sure exactly what he’d expected, but it sure as hell wasn’t a four-door family sedan.

The FBI agent was also shorter and younger than he’d imagined, getting out of the car as Robin approached the gate. Compact, with a trim build, he had dark hair that he wore cut short and a face that could have appeared next to Robin’s on the cover of Tiger Beat magazine.

He could just imagine this guy’s meeting with his high school guidance counselor. ‘You could be a model or a TV star – you don’t really need any acting skills for that – or . . . Oh, here’s something just perfect! *NSYNC is looking for new blood—’

‘Well, you see, Mrs Smersh, I hate to disappoint you, but I really have my heart set on becoming an FBI agent . . .’

‘Sorry,’ Robin called as he came the last few feet down the drive. ‘It sticks sometimes.’

The gate actually stuck most of the time, and they’d gotten into the habit of leaving it open. But Jane had wanted it closed today – probably to fool the private security team into thinking she was taking precautions with her safety.

It took him four tries to get the damn thing to work. His smile definitely felt strained around the edges by the time it finally opened.

Now that they were both on the same side of the fence, the agent flashed his badge as he held out his hand. ‘Jules Cassidy, FBI.’

‘Robin Chadwick, SAG.’ They shook hands. ‘I’m the brother.’

‘Nice to meet you. SAG?’

‘Screen Actors Guild,’ Robin explained. ‘Sorry, I have this inability to not be an asshole, especially when I’m not provoked.’

The double negatives didn’t stop Jules for even a second, and he laughed, taking off his sunglasses and . . .

Hello. Big eye contact. The FBI guy not only was shorter and younger, but he was also gayer than Robin had expected.

Ever since he’d gone blond to play Hal Lord in American Hero, he’d been hit on by gay men more times than he could count. It had been a little nerve-racking at first, but he’d learned to remove any potential mystery as quickly as possible.

‘Not gay,’ Robin said now. He thought of sweet little Patty up in Jane’s office, who’d given him that shy smile when he’d emerged from the meeting. He knew without a doubt that he’d be welcome should he come a-calling at her apartment later this evening. Yes, he knew he’d promised his sister that he’d be good, but Patty was so cute . . . ‘Don’t waste your energy.’

Jules laughed again. He appeared to be genuinely amused. ‘You’re making some pretty large assumptions, aren’t you?’

‘Assume everything,’ Robin told him cheerfully. ‘That’s my motto. It keeps me out of trouble.’

‘I would think it might get you into it,’ Jules countered.

‘And still you flirt with me, you devil. What part of “Not gay” did you not understand? Drive through, will you, so I can try to close this behind you.’

Jules Cassidy, FBI, was still laughing – and he was pretty damn adorable when he laughed. Harve and Guillermo and Gary the Grip and even Ricco, who was in a long-term relationship, were going to swoon when they met him. He got back into the Sable and drove through the gate. He stopped just on the other side, though.

Robin gave up on the idea of closing the gate after his fifth try.

‘I hate that motherfucking thing,’ he said, adding as he realized Jules had rolled his window down, ‘There, does that convince you? A very heterosexual use of the manly verb to motherfuck, positioned in my sentence as a salty adverb.’

‘Salty adjective,’ Jules corrected him. ‘If it were an adverb it would be motherfuckingly.’

‘Whatever. My sister’s the writer in the family,’ Robin told him. ‘Which is why she’s the one getting the death threats – which she’s not taking at all seriously. Tell me the truth, Jules Cassidy, FBI. Do we really have something to worry about here?’

The FBI agent got real serious, real fast, morphing from happy, flirty gay boy into completely grown-up hard-ass with a nearly palpable sense of purpose and a determination that matched his set of giant steel balls. Holy macaroni, Mrs Smersh. Wherever did you get the idea that Jules Cassidy couldn’t act?

‘Yes,’ Jules told him. ‘You do. Have you ever heard of the Freedom Network?’

It was very clear to Cosmo that J. Mercedes Chadwick couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

‘You’re telling me,’ she repeated, making sure that she got it right, ‘that there are thousands of people – tens of thousands? – who consider Chester Lord – a little-known Alabama district court judge who’s been dead since 1959 – their personal hero?’

FBI agent Jules Cassidy nodded. ‘Yes, ma’am. They call themselves the Freedom Network. Chester Lord wrote a number of books and—’

She was incredulous, her lip-glossed mouth hanging open. ‘And these are people who don’t even live in Alabama . . .?’

‘The majority are in Idaho.’

‘This is a man who was über-conservative even for his time,’ she pointed out. ‘There are rumors that Judge Lord looked the other way and allowed lynchings—’

‘I believe they refer to him as honest and old-fashioned,’ Jules told her. ‘And his son Hal was a hero in the war – you surely know more about that part of it than I do. But I can tell you one thing – apparently these people are very protective of the memories of both father and son, and they’re not at all happy at the idea of you outing Hal in your movie.’

Mercedes’ assistant Patty had put a copy of the American Hero script onto the table in front of them, along with the warning that they could not take it out of this building.

Like . . . what? They were going to sell it on eBay? Or give a copy of the most provocative scenes to a tabloid like the National Voice?

Cosmo flipped through it. It was the story of Jack Shelton and Harold ‘Hal’ Lord, two young American soldiers who met in Paris in early 1945, toward the end of World War II.

Hal was already a highly decorated war hero, and because he spoke fluent German, he volunteered to be part of an Allied team determined to find out whether Hitler’s scientists had succeeded in creating an atomic bomb. The movie alleged that Hal Lord was gay, but in total denial. He was not just in the closet, but he was sitting so far in the back with his eyes shut, he couldn’t even see the door.

Until Jack Shelton made the scene.

Jack was as openly, cheerfully gay as a young man could be back in 1945. He was a member of the Twenty-third Special Combat Group, and he was assisting a Hollywood costume designer who’d been brought in from London to create authentic-looking Nazi uniforms for Hal’s Allied team to wear on their trek behind enemy lines.

It was apparently love at first sight, which terrified Hal. Bringing his gay lover home with him after the war was not an option for a man whose father wasn’t exactly known as Judge Tolerance and who also just happened to be the leader of his local KKK.

In Hal’s opinion, he had no other choice but to get himself killed in the war.

The screenplay also included the story of the more traditional romance between real-life Oscar-winning costumer designer Virginia Simone and Hal’s team leader, Major Milton Monroe. From the looks of the gruffly spare dialogue and the physical description of the major with his Bronx accent, Mercedes had written the part of the major for Humphrey Bogart.

Or maybe Spencer Tracy. It was obvious she was a fan of Hollywood’s golden era, which was a point in her favor.

‘Hal’s own granddaughter has given our movie her blessing,’ Mercedes pointed out. ‘If you’re looking for the sex, the first gay love scene isn’t until page seventy-two.’

Cos looked up, directly into her eyes, which were a remarkably pretty color. She was talking to him. She thought he was flipping though, looking for . . .

‘The hetero couple doesn’t get it on until close to the end of the movie, either – page seventy-nine,’ she continued. ‘I think you’ll find it’s all tastefully done. We fade to black in both of the subplots. We’ve been very up-front about that, so I’m not sure why all those Internet crazies have their panties in a twist.’

‘I wasn’t—’ he started to say, but her attention was already back on Cassidy. Fine. Let her think whatever she wanted to think.

‘The Freedom Network’s not too happy with Hal’s granddaughter right now, either,’ Jules reported. ‘She’s gone overseas – she’s going to keep a low profile for a while. I would recommend—’

‘No.’ Mercedes cut him off, steel in her voice. ‘Not an option. I’m not going to hide. I have a movie to make, a schedule to meet.’

‘Jane—’ her brother started to say, but she hushed him.

She did, however, soften her tone. She even managed a smile. ‘Can we back up a bit? You said earlier that these Freedom people – all mega-thousands of them – have these weekend get-togethers up in . . . in . . . Monkey-Fuck, Idaho, where they sit around a campfire . . . Doing what? Reciting eighty-seven-verse epic poems lauding the glory that was Chester “Baby Lyncher” Lord?’

‘Well, we’re not exactly sure what they do during their retreats,’ Jules told her. He was trying to keep this serious, but Cosmo could tell that ‘Monkey-Fuck’ had him biting the insides of his cheeks. ‘They’re pretty adamant about not letting outsiders into their inner circle. Still, whatever they do up there, we think it probably has more to do with firearms than poetry.’

‘But whatever they’re doing, they’re doing it in Idaho, right?’ she asked. ‘So I should be okay as long as I stay in California.’ She looked over at her assistant. ‘Patty, call Steve Spielberg with my regrets. I won’t be able to attend his potato-picking party in Boise next week, gosh darn it.’

Jules was hanging in. ‘Ms. Chadwick. With all due respect, yesterday this was a joke. But today the Freedom Network’s involved. There have been several e-mails that have raised a red flag. I don’t have the details yet, but my boss, Max Bhagat, is concerned. And believe me, when he becomes concerned, you should take it seriously.’

Mercedes looked again at the computer documents Jules had given her – pages upon pages printed directly from the Freedom Network’s website. They included a sheet that had a picture of her face in the center of a target’s bull’s-eye.

She laughed, but to Cosmo’s ears it sounded a little forced. ‘This is priceless, you know. I couldn’t buy this kind of publicity.’

Her brother spoke, his voice sharp. ‘I think we’ve all agreed this has gone too far, Jane.’

Mercedes – or Jane, as her brother called her – looked from Jules to Decker to Tom and finally to Cosmo, as if she’d somehow decided that she trusted him above everyone else in the room. ‘Am I really in danger?’ she asked.

He put down the script. Not from him. Nothing moved him less than a woman like J. Mercedes Chadwick. Yes, she was beautiful, with a perfect oval of a face that hinted at Middle Eastern ancestry. And her body . . . Cos let himself look at her, because the way she dressed, she obviously wanted him and everyone else in the universe to do just that. And why not – she had one hell of a body.

And okay, yeah, he was a freaking liar. She moved him. He’d have to be dead for at least a year for cleavage like the kind she packed not to make him sit up and take notice. But she moved him kind of the way catching a glimpse of one of Silverman’s favorite porno flicks moved him. He was embarrassed and vaguely disgusted with his reaction. Because there was nothing real about it.

Sex with women like J. Mercedes Chadwick was just a step up from getting it on with an imaginary girlfriend.

And okay, yeah, it was a big freaking step. But it was just as impersonal – maybe even more so because it involved pretending that it wasn’t. And that always left him feeling no less alone.

Cosmo was glad that this woman was a client – which would make her off-limits. Even if she threw herself at him, he’d have a solid reason to resist the temptation, thus avoiding all morning-after regrets.

But right now she and the rest of the people in the room were looking at him, waiting for him to speak.

He cleared his throat. ‘Lotta crazy people out there,’ he told her. She seemed to want more, so he kept going. ‘Seems like a no-brainer to me – letting us come in and provide security, with HeartBeat paying for it.’

She looked down at that picture again, frowning slightly. And Cosmo suspected that it scared her more than she was willing to admit.

But she kept up her act. ‘They spelled my name wrong,’ she said.

‘Yeah, but they got our address right,’ the brother pointed out.

There was silence then, as that bit of info sank in.

J. Mercedes finally sighed, swearing under her breath. Then she looked up, again directly at Cosmo. ‘How do we do this?’ she asked him. ‘How, exactly, is this going to work?’

Badly.

That was how this bodyguard thing was going to work.

Until they installed a security system, someone was going to remain within earshot of Jane at all times.

Welcome, boys and girls, to her personal hell. Until this was over, or until she convinced HeartBeat that the threat wasn’t real, she was going to have to stay in J. Mercedes Chadwick mode around the clock, just as she’d anticipated.

Right now she even had to stay in character here, in her upstairs private office, where she would have slipped into a pair of sweats as she attempted to write that blasted D-Day dream sequence she’d told the studio she’d consider adding to the movie. She hadn’t even kicked off her shoes because her desk was the stupid kind with a modern, open design, and someone standing in her doorway would be able to see her bare feet.

Such weaknesses were for mere mortals. J. Mercedes Chadwick never slipped her feet out of her expensive and trendy shoes.

In about five minutes, someone was going to appear to tell her that most of her new security team from Troubleshooters Incorporated had gathered in her conference room and could she please come downstairs to meet them.

God, this was so going to suck.

Jane had to take Robin’s advice and turn this fiasco into free publicity for American Hero. And since a picture was worth a thousand words, she had to make sure there were plenty of photo ops.

And there would be. When she arrived at the studio every morning, she’d have a hunky bodyguard on either side of her, hustling her from her car.

Jane could practically hear the sound of the camera shutters, feel the heat from the flashbulbs.

It was slightly less annoying to know that her movie would benefit from the inconvenience, but it didn’t mean she’d be any less exhausted when it was over and done.

She’d had one moment of panic when Decker, the quietly nondescript team leader, had suggested they make use of her garage – have her get into her car with the garage door closed and open it only when they were ready to leave.

There’d be no chance for pictures if they did that, at least not on this end.

But then he’d opened the door that led into the three-bay monstrosity. The previous owners had collected such fascinating and useful items such as old newspapers and magazines and carefully cleaned-out sardine tins. They were stockpiled in the garage, along with fifty years of empty milk and orange juice containers and empty port wine bottles. The gallon size.
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: Hisjob was simply to protect her.

 But this was no ordinary mission...

~ Suzanne
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