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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for purchasing A Moment Never Forgotten, the third novel in the Never trilogy. This book reveals the terrorists within the CIA, their master plan, and how the characters you’ve met and grown to love in the other two books, foil their attempts to bring down the USA government.

      Although A Moment Never Forgotten is a complete romance novel with a happy ending for Micah and Berit, it picks up at the end of A Promise Never Forgotten. To fully understand the complexities of the overarching plot, you may wish to first read A Love Never Forgotten and A Promise Never Forgotten.

      This book has many genres including; contemporary, military, seasoned/mature romance, and romantic suspense.

      It is my hope that this book keeps you on the edge of your seat, and makes you feel emotions through moments of sweetness and anger.

      A Moment Never Forgotten is the conclusion to this trilogy.

      I hope you enjoy A Moment Never Forgotten.

      Always,

      KaLyn Cooper

      

      For the latest on works in progress and future releases, check out KaLyn Cooper’s website

      www.KaLynCooper.com    https://kalyncooper.com/

      Follow KaLyn Cooper on Facebook for promotions and giveaways  https://www.facebook.com/KaLynCooper1Author/

      Sign up for exclusive promotions and special offers only available in KaLyn’s newsletter http://www.kalyncooper.com/newsletter.html

    

  


  
    
      I dedicate this book to those who find true love later in life.
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      A cold December gust slapped Navy Captain Micah Reid across the face as he followed the Caisson Platoon through Arlington National Cemetery. The hard metallic klomp of steel shoes on the black horses pulling the highly polished carriage with the flag-draped casket through the arch of leafless gray trees under a sky of bruised clouds epitomized the day.

      The somber processional followed Petty Officer First Class Mark Schaefer to his final resting place.

      The Navy had lost a good man.

      The SEALs had lost a good man.

      Micah had lost a good man on one of his many teams. As Commanding Officer of Naval Special Warfare Group Two, he oversaw more than seven thousand active duty and civilian men and women. He usually didn’t attend funerals unless they were for an officer or very senior enlisted in his chain of command.

      Schaefer was an exception.

      Micah had been in the Operations Center at the United States Special Operations Command Operational Center when “Ram”, the squad’s point man and breacher, had been killed. The small team had been ambushed. What was supposed to have been a clean meet-and-greet with a local asset had turned into a clusterfuck. The twenty-six-year-old, on the fast track through promotions, had entered the supposedly empty home designated by the CIA contact. Seconds later the building exploded.

      Watching the op live via satellite brought back too many memories of Micah’s only failed mission. Eleven years ago, his coed joint task force team had been ordered to blow up a munitions dump in Syria. A charge had detonated early before his friend, Mason Sinclair, could get out. Army Special Forces had lost a good man that night. His teammate, and good friend, Elizabeth, had lost her new husband.

      Thoughts of her, now pregnant and married to the director of the CIA’s covert Special Operations Group, reminded him that he was to have supper with her and Matthew Saint Clare in a few hours. He was going to need a stiff drink after this funeral.

      Micah’s mind wandered to the similarities between the death of Mark Schaefer and his friend Mason. Both had been killed because of bad CIA intelligence. Both had been blown to smithereens in what should have been a simple operation. Both had been in SpecOps for years and knew the dangers.

      Not for the first time, Micah wondered how he had been so lucky as to have survived over two dozen missions and to have lived such a dangerous life for forty-four years. Even as a child, he’d been a bit of a daredevil.

      He hadn’t been nearly so lucky in love, whatever the hell that really was. He certainly didn’t know. He’d never been in love. Lust. Oh, yeah. At least a hundred times a year. Even more when he was younger. As a hotshot SEAL when he’d pinned on that single silver bar for lieutenant junior grade, he thought his dick ought to be bronzed for all the women he’d fucked.

      He’d been making up for the four years at the United States Naval Academy where he’d concentrated more on his studies and physical fitness rather than his female classmates. There were a few girls, but none lasted beyond the second date. He didn’t have time for their silly notions of a relationship. He had a silent goal and knew that his brain and body had to be in top shape at graduation.

      During his plebe summer, when asked which military occupational specialty he hoped for, he had proudly announced he wanted to become a SEAL. Big mistake. Everyone had ridden his ass that entire hot humid summer.

      He had learned a valuable lesson, though, that would follow him the rest of his naval career…keep your mouth shut. Over the next four years, he never told another single person that he desired to become a SEAL. No. He was going to become a SEAL. His roommates had no idea. Neither did the three women he had dated during those days. No one knew until Service Selection Day near the end of his senior year when it was announced that he got his first choice, SEAL.

      Graduation week Micah had stood in front of the altar of the famous Naval Academy Chapel as best man while both his roommates said I do, then as a groomsman for a dozen other friends who tied the knot. Willing bridesmaids had warmed his bed every night until he left for Coronado, California where he discovered base bunnies loved fucking SEALs.

      He never had a long-term girlfriend. Over the years, a few women had moved in with him, always her idea, never at his request. Coming home to a hot meal and a hot woman was wonderful, but he’d come to the realization about ten years ago that he truly wasn’t comfortable around women. He never knew what to talk about with them, or what to do when he had that rare day off. Most of the women who followed him home didn’t share his interests. He loved history and read nonfiction constantly. They leafed through fashion magazines and celebrity rags.

      Everything was fine as long as they were in bed. He would make sure she was satisfied before he took his own pleasure. The problem was when the woman was living in his apartment, or his house, he couldn’t tell her it was time for her to go. He certainly wasn’t going to leave. It was his home.

      Several got upset when he left them sleeping and went into the living room to watch a ballgame or just read the latest historical biography. None of them ever understood that he needed space, quiet time alone, away from her unspoken demands for attention. And why was he a magnet for the clingy ones?

      In retrospect, he was thankful they seldom lasted long. That was probably his fault. When he was sent out on a mission, he rarely remembered to call his female roommate-with-benefits and let her know he was leaving. He could never tell her where he was going or how long he would be gone. Operational security was sacred. He was all about the mission, always. He had to be. Lives depended on him.

      But there was no way he could have saved either Mason Sinclair or Petty Officer First Class Mark Schaefer.

      The caisson came to a stop at the orders of the platoon leader. The pallbearers lined each side and through the solemn ceremony that Micah had seen far too many times, Schaefer’s fellow SEALs slid the casket off the carriage. He knew those men were cold. They had opted not to wear the all-weather coat over the Navy blue crackerjack uniform so they would have easier access to their Trident.

      Every SEAL attending the ceremony converged in two straight lines from the caisson to the gravesite. Micah stepped in last alongside Commander Evan Hubbard, Commanding Officer of Team Two, and across from Lieutenant Knox, Schaefer’s Platoon Officer in Charge. By the look on the young officer’s face, he’d been close to Schaefer. Unfortunately, Micah was very familiar with the younger man’s gut-wrenching pain.

      The pallbearers stepped slowly through the sentinel of SEALs. Each pulled off his precious Trident pin and pressed it into the lid of the coffin before offering Petty Officer Schaefer a personal salute. Although Micah’s was the last in the line of shiny gold pins, the pallbearers would add theirs after folding of the flag, just before it was presented to his wife along with the bullet casings from the twenty-one-gun salute.

      “The Schaefer family would like to thank all of you for attending,” the minister announced as soon as the benediction prayer was completed. “The family will have a private gathering at their home later this evening. May God be with you all and keep you safe.”

      The chorus of “amen” was swept away on the frigid breeze.

      Micah’s feet were chilly. He hated the shiny corfam shoes that were part of his dress blue uniform. Cold emanated from the earth and seeped through the leather soles and thin patent leather uppers. He was more a boots-on-the-ground comfortable camouflage officer than spit and polished office dweeb.

      “Sir, are you staying in D.C. for the night or heading back to Virginia Beach?” Commander Evan Hubbard asked him in a low tone as they walked through the neatly trimmed grass back toward the paved road.

      “I’m staying up here for the weekend with old friends.” He grimaced. “I’m taking a few days for house-hunting.”

      “We’re all hoping you can help us out from your new desk at the Pentagon.” Evan scanned the crowd then lowered his voice even more. “It seems like we’re losing more men every day under these new directives.” He spat out the last word. “If this shit keeps up, next thing we know we’re going to have to send the bad guys a letter telling them what day and time we’ll be invading their base of operations then give them a call the day before to remind them. Fucking politicians sticking their nose into war. I especially hate the ones who have never served and have no real concept of what we are faced with every day.”

      “You’re preaching to the choir.” Micah was thankful his feet were moving and warming up. “You know I’ll do whatever I can.”

      “Mom.” Someone called from off to their right.

      “Thanks for coming, Momma Barker.” A second man said over the first.

      “Hey, Mom Barker, we really appreciate you coming.” Sailor number three spoke loudly.

      All the deep voices and the sea of enlisted blue uniforms taking turns hugging an unseen woman caught the attention of both senior Navy officers. Lieutenant Knox caught up to them, then broadly smiled at the scrum of his platoon.

      “Sirs, would you mind taking just a moment to come over and meet Mom Barker? She would be thrilled to meet you both.” The lieutenant gestured toward the woman just ahead and to the left. As though to explain, he continued, “She adopted the entire platoon when Mak became Bravo Squad Leader. We get a care package from her almost every week. That lady can bake.”

      One glance at each other and a slight nod was all it took for Micah and Evan to change directions. On their approach, the blue uniforms parted, and Lieutenant Knox swept in.

      After a brief hug, the lieutenant stepped back from the pretty woman in her mid-forties genuinely smiling as her gaze swept all the men in their twenties surrounding her. “Mom Barker, I’d like you to meet Commander Hubbard and Captain Reid. Sirs, I’d like you to meet one of the most supportive SEAL mothers, Berit Barker.”

      Micah couldn’t place her, but he knew he’d met the tall woman with a distinct professional air once before. She’d probably attended one of the social functions the teams occasionally held. Her heart-shaped face surrounded by dark brown hair with its God-given silver strands was so familiar. When blue-gray eyes that matched the winter sky met his, he was sure they’d met.

      “Nice to meet you, Commander Hubbard.” She shook Evan’s hand first since he was closer. “I’m sorry it was under such sad circumstances.” She sniffed and rolled in her lips as though biting back the tears. “I’m going to miss Ram.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Evan dropped his large left hand over both of theirs. “We’re all going to miss him.”

      As her eyes tracked to Micah, they widened. The corners of her mouth quirked up. “Captain Reid, it’s nice to see you again.” She slid her right hand out from between Evans’ and extended it toward him.

      At his obvious lack of recognition, Berit continued, “It seems like just yesterday we laid Senior Special Agent Gabriel Davis to rest.”

      Click.

      Berit Barker. They met briefly at Gabe’s memorial service. Micah still wasn’t sure how he felt about his former friend. She’d helped Marsha Davis with the arrangements for her estranged husband’s funeral. Micah figured she was the CIA version of the military’s Casualty Assistance Officer. Her boss, Joseph Lambert, had mentioned that she would be helping Marsha over the next year. Obviously, that didn’t happen.

      Her gloved hand slid into his.

      She stepped in closer and lowered her voice. “I was sorry to hear that Marsha was killed the next day. It’s my understanding that the Fairfax police believe she interrupted a home invasion and was shot by the armed robber. Have they caught the man yet?”

      That was such a bull-shit story they had filed. All four members of the original Syrian mission believed it was much more than that. Someone had shot Marsha with Gabriel’s gun then staged the area to look like a suicide. With the help of Matthew, and a private detective they’d hired, they had finally convinced the police to change the cause of death to homicide.

      At Berit’s expectant look, Micah bit back the derogatory retort he almost blurted. Instead, he managed to answer, “Her murder remains unsolved. They’re supposedly still looking for the man caught on video by several neighbors’ security systems, but I don’t think they’re looking very hard.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” Berit seemed to be an unusual combination of casual and professional. He knew few female flag officers who maintained the same kind of bearing. “I’ve been working with Teagan Williams, I mean, Jackson, establishing education funds for Gabriel’s children through a foundation we have. I’m also handling the confusing payout of his life insurance due to the unusual circumstances.”

      Visions of young Brann and little Anora playing in the sand at Topsail Island beach in their wedding clothes popped into his mind. His good friends, Logan and Teagan, had become husband and wife in an oceanside wedding in early September. Once again, Micah had been a groomsman in the small ceremony.

      He grinned. “I don’t imagine insurance companies often see the godparents taking on the responsibility of raising two small orphans.” His grin grew into a smile. “Did you know they’re trying to adopt Anora and Brann?”

      When Berit smiled her whole face lit up. It struck him that she was pretty in a way that only older women could be. There was also intelligence learned from life experiences—that couldn’t be hidden. “Teagan told me that. I’m so happy for all of them, but especially the children. Kids need parents.” Her gaze wandered over to the pallbearers before returning to meet his eyes. “The next time you see Teagan, please tell her I said hi.”

      “She’s coming up tomorrow, along with Logan, and of course the children. She has to handle some of the probate issues.” Micah wasn’t sure why he was explaining all this to Berit.

      “Commander Hubbard, sir, permission to hug my mom.” The anxious SEAL saluted Evan.

      “Permission granted.” His friend of several years, and SEAL Team Two’s Commanding Officer, smiled as the heavily bearded man in his mid-twenties threw his arms around Berit Barker and lifted her off the ground. She lost one of her black low-heeled pumps but didn’t seem to care. The joy on her face said everything. She loved this young man.

      “The petty officer we just buried was on Mak’s team,” Evan said in a low voice meant for only Micah. “He should still be in the hospital in Germany, but he and two of the less-injured men, insisted on accompanying the body back. They may be able to ship back the others next week.”

      When the young sailor finally set his mother back on the ground, Evan called to him. “Mak, have you ever met Captain Reid?”

      “No, sir.” He performed a perfect about-face and strode the three paces to face Micah. He came to attention and snapped a salute. “Petty Officer First Class Makensey Barker, sir.”

      Micah returned the salute and the man in his mid-twenties lowered his right hand. If he hadn’t been carefully watching, he would have missed the slight wince. “What are your injuries?”

      He heard Berit’s gasp but didn’t take his eyes off the man in front of him.

      “Two broken ribs, flying debris grazed my right shoulder, and I’m still thirty-five percent deaf in both ears.” He squared his shoulders imperceptibly. “Nothing major. I’m good to go, sir.”

      Micah nodded once. Those injuries were all to be expected given the explosion he had watched via satellite. He was confident that Evan would keep the squad stateside for at least six weeks while the men recuperated. Christmas stateside was a possibility in between training exercises. Slots would have to be filled with FNGs straight out of BUD/s. Deciding where the Fucking New Guys would best fit in was no longer Micah’s job. He trusted Evan to rebuild Mak’s squad. In a matter of weeks personnel issues at Naval Special Warfare Group Two would no longer be his concern. He had orders to the Pentagon.

      “No, you’re not good to go anywhere except to the hospital.” Berit’s declaration kept Micah’s brain from wandering into his future. She spun around and got into his face. “You are going to order my son, and the rest of his squad, to report tomorrow morning to Walter Reed Medical Center where they will undergo extensive testing to determine the precise extent of their injuries. None of them are fit for duty until their bones are completely healed.”

      Petty Officer Barker looked ready to panic while Evan was visibly fighting to withhold a snicker.

      “Sir, permission to remove my mother. And please forgive her. She’s used to ordering people around over at Langley.” His shoulders raised a fraction of an inch. “She’s kind of a big deal over there.”

      “Permission denied.” Micah had never seen a woman defend a SEAL. He wasn’t sure he’d ever seen the mothering instinct displayed before in his life. He was both impressed and amused.

      Micah’s mother had died when he was five and his father never remarried, so he had never seen a mother in action. It had always been just the two of them in the house on the shores of Lake Erie.

      There were only two hundred seventy-two people who could give him orders and all except the President of the United States wore stars on their shoulders. Yet, this woman had just given him a direct order.

      Through his peripheral vision, Micah could see all the eyes of the young sailors staring at him. He held her gaze. “Thank you, Ms. Barker, for your suggestion.” He purposely emphasized the last word. “I’m sure Commander Hubbard will take it under consideration…next week.”

      He lifted his head, his gaze sweeping over all the young faces in Navy dress blue uniforms around him. He understood their emotions and knew they needed a break. “Gentlemen, since tomorrow is Friday, and I believe we have all been through enough today, liberty is granted until oh eight hundred Monday.”

      “Ten hut,” Mak called out.

      Everyone wearing a uniform came to attention, even Micah.

      “Sir, on behalf of the men, I would like to thank you.” Mak raised his hand in salute and all the SEALs followed.

      “Sir, thank you, sir,” they said in unison.

      Micah and Evan saluted back. “Enjoy your weekend, and for Christ’s sake, stay out of trouble. SEALs have been getting enough bad press lately. Dismissed.”

      Cheers resounded as fists pumped into the air.

      “I’ll meet you all back at Mom’s house.” Mak’s voice carried as they all but ran to their cars.

      “It looks as though I need to stop by the grocery store on my way home. Best I be going.” Her smile was that of a proud mother.

      “Commander Hubbard, it was a pleasure meeting you.” Berit had moved back into her warm yet professional persona.

      “The pleasure was all mine.” Evan grabbed her hand and enveloped it in both of his, giving her his lady-killer smile that under other circumstances was almost a guarantee to get him laid. He was between wives, again, but Micah thought the man had more class than to troll for women at a funeral. On the other hand, there was something special about Berit Barker.

      She returned a congenial smile. “Until next time.”

      When she retrieved her hand, she thrust it toward Micah. “Captain Reid, it was nice to see you again. Perhaps next time we meet it will be under more positive circumstances.”

      He shook her hand in the professional manner it was offered. “We can only hope.”

      Micah and Evan started walking in the opposite direction where military drivers waited with official vehicles, secretly armored to protect two of the most sought-after Navy SEALs on the East Coast.

      “She’s something else, isn’t she?” Evan commented. “For a few minutes there, I’d forgotten who she really is, besides being Mak’s mother.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” Micah’s mind had been desperately hoping that his driver had the heat on. Ever since he’d experienced light frostbite on a mission years ago in North Korea, his toes were extremely sensitive to the cold.

      “Berit Barker,” Evan said as though Micah should have known.

      “What about her?” Then he remembered his conversation with her and decided he should explain his connection to her. “Ms. Barker handled the funeral arrangements for an old friend of mine who used to be the Director of Special Activities at the CIA. She’s some kind of Casualty Assistance Officer for them.”

      “No, she’s not.” Evan stopped and turned to face him. “Berit Barker is the Deputy Director for Support for the entire CIA. At her new job, she’s poached more than a dozen of our best SEALs in just the past year. She was an in-country handler for years, one of the first female station chiefs in Africa. She wanted Mak to go to high school in the USA, so she came home and has been in clandestine services ever since. Rumor has it that Joseph Lambert is getting ready to retire and she’ll step into his job as the number five person in the whole CIA. If scuttlebutt is right, she’s being groomed as the first female Chief Operating Officer, as in the civil servant who actually runs the CIA.”

      “Holy fuck,” Micah said on an exhale. She was one hell of a woman. If given the opportunity, he’d enjoy getting to know her better.
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      Friday morning, Berit Barker stepped out of her main floor master bedroom and inhaled the delicious smell of coffee. Someone was up. Most likely Mak. He’d always been an early riser, even as a baby. It was as though he knew he had to get up, get dressed, and eat breakfast, in sync with her. All his life, they’d started their day together until the day he left for Navy boot camp.

      Love for her only child swelled from deep within her every time she saw him at their table.

      She barely recognized her child-turned-man in a full dark beard and eyes that matched her own. Knowing eyes that had seen too much of the underbelly of the world. Familiar guilt washed through her as she silently admitted that much of the darkness in his eyes was her fault. By the time he was five years old, he had lived in nine countries, most were rightly classified Third World. Lately, she’d worried that the career decisions made in her early twenties had scarred her son for life.

      But he was genuinely a good man. Since she’d raised him alone, she gave herself permission to take credit for that. She’d always wished that he had stayed in college because the boy was damn smart…when he applied himself. She understood, though, that dormitories and continued student life were too confining for Mak’s outgoing spirit. He’d seen the world before his sixteenth birthday. The truly good all the way to the ugly bad.

      Most of all, Berit loved Mak’s need to protect the innocent and less fortunate.

      Stepping into the bright kitchen, she leaned down and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “Good morning, son. Thanks for making coffee.”

      “Since you weren’t up, yet, I knew if I wanted coffee, I had to make it myself.” He lifted his mug and smiled. “Besides, you buy the good stuff. Living with the riffraff, I can’t afford it.”

      Berit poured a cup of her favorite dark roast. The thick rich coffee was an acquired taste, one of her few vices. “Maybe you’ll find a pack or two under the Christmas tree.”

      With her new promotion, she could have a case delivered to him every month. But with his training schedule, often departing with only a few hours’ notice, the case could sit there for days, weeks, or even months. She nixed that idea.

      After glancing at her watch, she decided spending time with her son was more important than anything sitting on her desk. It was so rare that she had the opportunity to spend time with him anymore. Opening the refrigerator, she offered, “How about an omelet and toast?”

      “That sounds wonderful, but I don’t want to make you late for work.” Mak rose and headed for the coffee pot. After refilling his own cup, he topped off hers.

      “Now that I work in supply, nobody’s life depends on my decisions.” After nearly twenty-five years in clandestine services, her new job seemed to move at a snail’s pace. “I don’t care if I’m a few minutes late.” She pulled out everything she needed for his favorite Spanish omelet, including andouille sausage.

      “Damn, I love you, Mom.” Mak hugged her with one arm and snatched half of a jalapeno pepper from the pile of vegetables she was chopping. He kissed her on the forehead before popping the pepper into his mouth.

      “I love you, too, but if you keep eating all the ingredients, I’ll never get this omelet made.” Without pausing in her preparations, she asked, “Are all the other men still sleeping or should I start making breakfast for everyone?”

      “We didn’t get in till after three, so they’ll be crashed out till noon.” He sipped his coffee. “They’ll raid the refrigerator when they wake up.”

      That had pretty much been standard operating procedure for Mak and his friends since she’d returned to the United States for him to attend high school. “Thanks for letting everybody stay here. Hotels in D.C. are really pricey.”

      Dumping the chopped veggies and sausage into a hot pan, she enjoyed the sizzle and the release of the spicy aroma. “You know your friends are welcome here, anytime.” Berit relished a house filled with Mak’s teammates. “Do you have time to bring down all of the Christmas decorations from the attic and put together the tree for me while you’re here this weekend?” She wondered how many of his teammates would be able to go home for Christmas. “It sounds as though your team may be on stand-down until everyone is out of the hospital, so why don’t you invite your friends to come spend Christmas with us?”

      The thought of the house filled with hungry men at the holiday, giving them a real Christmas, filled Berit’s soul. She could afford to buy each one of them a little something so they would be able to unwrap a gift. She immediately started a menu in her head.

      “Sure. When we get back to Virginia Beach, I’ll see who’s going to be around.” He sipped his coffee. “I’ll give you a headcount early enough for grocery shopping.”

      “That would certainly be appreciated.” And a first. She spread a dot of olive oil over the sides and bottom before pouring in four beaten eggs. She popped the bread into the toaster, then added the meat and vegetables on top of the cooked eggs. Expertly, she swooshed the pan and flipped half the egg combination over then slid it onto a plate. Adding the toast on the side, she set it on the table along with the honey-butter Mak loved.

      “You’re too good to me.” He grabbed her hand before she could pull away.

      “I know,” she sassed back. “But you’re worth it. And if you ever find a woman who can treat you as well as I do, you need to marry her. Right after you bring her home for my approval.”

      Mak almost choked. He swallowed before he responded. “Mom, they must’ve broken the mold after they made you. I just haven’t found the right woman, yet, but it’s not for lack of trying. I’m dating as often as I can.”

      Berit stole a piece of toast from his plate and buttered it. “I don’t believe one-night stands can actually be considered dating. That requires at least date number two and probably a third.”

      Grinning, he sniped back, “Hey, I’ve had a few longer relationships.” He lost his smile, obviously remembering someone special. “Some of them just didn’t last long enough.” He brightened. “I’ve brought home two women to introduce to you. You even agreed that Annie was a sweet little thing.

      “She just wasn’t cut out of strong enough material to be the wife of a SEAL.” Berit shook her head. “I’m sorry, son, but after the fourth phone call the day you left on deployment, I was over that little twit.”

      “Yeah, so was I.” He’d made quick work of the huge omelet. “Did I tell you that she called my CO? We were still on the tarmac when I got a call from Commander Hubbard chewing my ass. That was the fastest, and most public, breakup I’d ever done. I’m not sure what I ever saw in her.”

      Berit laughed out loud. “I know exactly what you saw in her…big boobs. And she was sweet. I hate to tell you this, but she lacked in the intelligence department. You would never have been happy with her in the long run.”

      Mak leaned back in his chair. “I wasn’t happy with her in the short run. Betsi, on the other hand, was just a bat shit crazy bitch.”

      “She’d been nice enough while visiting here for the weekend,” Berit pointed out.

      “You just liked her because she knew how to use a knife and chopped up shit for the salad.” Then he added, “And she had manners.”

      “True.” Berit had to admit the girl had her fooled the first day. “But Annie had manners, too. She never said much to me.”

      “Because you scared the hell out of her,” he shot back. “She didn’t know how to handle a strong woman like you.”

      “Betsi was able to carry on a conversation,” she pointed out. “She was far too interested in the price of everything for me. I wish you would have let me do a background check on her before inviting her into our home.”

      “Yeah, as soon as we got back to Virginia Beach, she tried to take over my life.” He sipped his coffee and shook his head slowly side to side. “She dragged me to a jewelry store and showed me the diamond wedding set that she wanted. No fucking way I could’ve afforded that. The real kicker was when she told my roommates that they needed to move out because she was moving in. I certainly hadn’t invited her to move in. Then when I broke it off, the bitch had the audacity to call all my buddies for information about where I was and what I was doing. More like who I was doing. She showed up at our favorite bar, drunk off her ass, and made a terrible scene. Thank God I finally scraped her off.” He grinned. “Did I tell you that I heard she was married to some supply dweeb who had knocked her up?”

      “I hope she found what she was looking for.” Berit reached over and patted her son’s hand. “I’m just glad it wasn’t you.”

      “Mom, we had the safe sex talk over a decade ago.” He reached in his back pocket and pulled out his wallet then extracted a string of condoms. “See. I’m always prepared.”

      Berit stared at the half dozen packets. “You need that many for a weekend at home?”

      He folded them back up and stuffed them into his wallet. “Mom, I’m a healthy twenty-six-year-old, single man who just returned from defending the United States of America. I need a lot of stress relief.”

      The reality of the day before suddenly hit her. He was there only because he’d accompanied his teammate's body back from overseas. Berit wasn’t even sure where they’d been. As a Navy SEAL, most of his missions were top-secret. Since she was no longer in counterterrorism, she didn’t have easy access to that information.

      Reaching over, she touched his forearm. “I know this past week has been really tough. How are you doing?”

      “I’m okay.” He closed his eyes and clenched his teeth. When he opened them, he admitted, “Losing Ram was tough on all of us. I still have two men in the hospital in Germany. That’s what I’m doing awake. Just before you walked in, I finished talking with the doctors there. Neither is fit to travel back to the United States, yet. Maybe in the next two weeks.”

      He glanced away before returning his gaze to hers. “Samson lost his leg. They’re going to operate on Prince again this afternoon their time. They removed his spleen and thought they had gotten all the debris but he’s still running a high fever and showing an infection. He’s not out of the woods yet.”

      She hugged him. “Oh, Mak, I’m so sorry.” She had to fight the tears that wanted to break loose. She knew both of those young men. Two years ago, they had spent Christmas with her and Mak, right there in that house.

      Samson was from Montana and the airport had been snowed in, so he couldn’t get home to see his parents before they shipped out right after the first of the year. Berit had hooked up her computer to the television so he could Skype Christmas day with his family.

      Prince claimed he didn’t have any family, but she had secretly run a background check on him. In truth, his mother was an addict who hooked to pay for her drugs and his father was doing life in an Alabama prison. He’d been raised, on and off, by his maternal grandmother who had passed away while he was still in high school. As soon as he turned eighteen, he’d enlisted in the Navy and somehow managed to finish his last three months and graduate after he was released from the foster care system.

      “I have some vacation time on the books. I can fly to Germany and be there with them.” It wasn’t an empty offer. She’d book a commercial flight, or hop on one of the hundreds of jets that flew all over the world that were secretly owned and operated by the CIA.

      “Thanks, Mom, but they are so out of it they wouldn’t even know you were there.” He tightened his grip on her. “Maybe when they’re shipped to Walter Reed, you can go visit them once a week, or something.”

      “I’ll do that.” Berit made a mental note to check on the progress of her boys, because that’s how she thought of them. She’d make a point to visit them as often as she could once they were stateside.

      “You know that you can talk to me about anything,” she reminded her son. “You don’t have to bear the weight of what happened alone. It wasn’t your fault. Yeah, you had bad intel, provided by people who work for the same agency as I do. You grew up in the field and know what it’s like.”

      He patted her back. “Mom, this isn’t your fault either. Some asshole bad guy changed his mind at the last minute and fucked us over. If I have anything to say about it, he’ll pay for his betrayal.”

      She leaned back and looked at him. “You are the strongest man I’ve ever known.”

      “I learned it from the strongest woman I’ve ever met.” He kissed her forehead. “We’ll get through this.”

      “Yes, we will.” Berit stood, leaving her coffee cup on the table. They’d always had an unwritten rule; when she cooked, he cleaned up. “I need to get to work. Will you and your friends be around for supper?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll text you later,” he said on a yawn. “I think I need a nap.”

      Standing, he towered over her. “Love you, Mom.” He kissed her on top of her head then picked up the dishes.

      “I love you, too.” She grabbed her purse and messenger bag and headed out to the garage. She was looking forward to spending more time with her son over the weekend. Had Mak and his friends not shown up, Berit probably would have hired the high school boy two doors down to help her retrieve all the Christmas decorations from the attic. She would have filled her weekend with Hallmark Christmas movies and decorating. No matter where they had been in the world, the first weekend in December her home was transformed into a Pinterest-worthy holiday spectacle.

      As she drove toward Langley, Berit reassessed her life. Her son had lots of friends. Yes, most were SEALs, his teammates, but he had close friends from high school he visited almost every trip home.

      She didn’t have anyone outside of work. That was more by design, and necessity, rather than choice. Her jobs since returning to the United States had still been in the shadow world. That’s why dating had been so hard.

      Most men didn’t want to go out with such a high-level spy. Or the ballbuster she was known to be at work. She’d learned her management style from some of the toughest men in the world. Her heart could be tearing into pieces inside but no matter the situation, she had learned to ask herself, what would a man do? She almost always went with that solution.

      But she had a much softer side, one that only her son and his friends ever saw. A few of the men she dated over the years had been allowed to see that facet of her personality, but none of them had ever worked out. Internally, she laughed at herself. How dare she chastise her son for doing the exact same thing she did. In the past five years, no man was admitted past date three.

      At that thought, Captain Micah Reid popped into her brain. He was so damned handsome. How no woman had ever captured his heart was an amazing feat. Or maybe he’d had the love of his life once and lost her. Or perhaps so many years in bachelorhood had made him too nasty to live with.

      She shuddered at the thought that his whole home might look like a teenage boy’s bedroom filled with sweaty socks, stinky jocks, and clothes that should have been washed weeks before. No woman deserved that horror.

      Thoughts of Micah led her to thinking about Teagan Jackson. She was going to be in town that weekend. Berit considered giving her a call and asking her out for a drink. Teagan had gone from a single woman to a new family immediately filled with two children and she might enjoy a few hours away. Had she still lived in town, they might’ve been friends.

      Maybe she’d call Teagan later in the day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Berit leaned forward and mindlessly set her empty coffee mug on the coaster that her son had made for her when he was six years old and she was stationed in Ankara, Turkey. The crude ceramic handprint had adorned every one of her desks for the last twenty years. Dozens of such keepsakes were scattered around her office, her way of keeping the memories, and Makensey, close.

      Scanning all three computer screens for anything important, she decided everything could wait until she skimmed down the list of the day’s reports. The latest information coming out of Iran snagged her attention. Even though she was no longer Deputy Group Chief of the Counterterrorism Center, she continued to keep her finger on the pulse of the shadow world. Sure, it helped her anticipate the agents’ future requests, which was part of her current job, but more importantly,, it kept her in touch with the purpose of the CIA…intelligence.

      As she read through the list of military equipment that had arrived at Lake Urmia, the exponentially growing home of the New Islamic State, Berit couldn’t believe that Nassar al-Jamil still wasn’t on the Top Ten Most Wanted Terrorists list. After spending fifteen years in the field, five of them as station chief at various locations in the Middle East, she considered him an extremely dangerous man.

      He hated the U.S.A. and its Western ways.

      As she read on, she wondered where the hell had he gotten enough money to purchase tanks. Sure, they were old M1 Abrams—probably left decimated on the battlefield during the last twenty years of war—but no country was going to give them away for free. She clicked through to check on al-Jamil’s asset sources only to discover that no forensic accountant had been assigned to track the money flow. Weird.

      Berit slowly shook her head. The CIA had limited personnel, and since Nassar al-Jamil was not a top ten priority, no one was working on him.

      For the next thirty minutes, she read reports from all over the world. Rumblings and grumblings abounded out of both North and South Korea. Same shit they’d been hearing since 1945. Glancing at the list of handlers in the area, she noticed two hard-charging up-and-comers. The rhetoric was the same as always, but someone was now listening, especially to the new female agent. Korea was also a hot point with the President facing reelection.

      A beep came over the intercom before her administrative assistant interrupted. “Ms. Barker, Director Lambert would like to see you.” Carol Dobbs had been her administrative assistant while Berit was Deputy Director of the National Clandestine Service. They’d worked together so well that when Carol had stepped into the interview room, Berit didn’t hesitate to promote her.

      “Did he ask for an appointment or is he expecting me now?” She wondered what menial task he had for her this time. Since she had been assigned as the Deputy Director for Support a year ago, Joseph Lambert had given her personal assignments that should have been handled by someone with less than five years of service, not twenty-five.

      “He’d like to see you right after lunch.” Carol’s pronouncement didn’t surprise Berit. Of course Joseph Lambert wanted to see her this afternoon. It was Friday and he probably had a personal project for her that would take the entire weekend. Sometimes she didn’t mind, but Mak was home.

      Berit was sure that in Lambert’s misogynistic mind, she was nothing more than a woman who was there to serve him. At least he didn’t have any expectations of her servicing him. She cringed at the thought of his sex life…although she’d heard rumors he was into BDSM and some strange kinks.

      She knew better than to believe gossip. There were more than enough rumors about her sleeping her way to the top just because she was a woman. Lies. All of them. She’d worked hard, dragging her son through some of the poorest countries in the world, making a name for herself based solely on her work performance. Besides, when it came to undercover work, no one ever suspected a single mother. She had earned every promotion she had ever received, especially the last one.

      Berit sighed heavily. “Did he say what this pertains to? Did he request you bring in any spreadsheets? Data?”

      “I asked and his administrative assistant said he didn’t need me.” She paused for only a few heartbeats then added, “He wants to meet with you. Alone.”

      Rolling back from the well-worn desk, she stood. “I’m on my way out to lunch.” She needed to eat, but more than that she needed to get her head in the right place before she walked into her boss’s office. If he assigned her another menial task, she’d tell him no. She was over his condescending treatment of her. She would recap her previous positions and skill set.

      Her encounter yesterday with Captain Reid reminded her of a perfect example…the funeral of Senior Special Agent Gabriel Davis. Someone down in Personnel Resources should have handled the arrangements and then been designated the liaison with Mrs. Davis. Berit still couldn’t figure out why her boss had insisted she handle everything herself. Most likely just another male dominating power play.

      When she had been promoted, Berit had looked forward to learning more about the solid side of the CIA. Support did exactly that, they supported everything. The department was responsible for building and operating facilities all over the world, acquiring and shipping critical equipment to wherever it was needed, and handling the financial services required to keep the agency running.

      She had spent nearly fifteen years in the field at various locations around the globe. She recalled being hip-deep in some Third World country and needing currency acceptable in that area. Sometimes it had been gold, sometimes diamonds, sometimes a ton of rice, and one call to Support was all it took. Handshakes in the dark kept information flowing.

      Berit especially liked the human services part of her new job; recruiting, training, employee assignments, and personnel safety. One of her proudest accomplishments so far had been changing the standard sidearm back to a solid .45 caliber pistol like the one she currently had tucked into the holster at the small of her back.

      She had been recruited while in college, and pregnant. The demanding physical fitness as a trainee helped her regain her pre-pregnancy body, one she had tried to maintain throughout her career.

      At forty-eight, gravity had taken its toll. Thank God for underwire support bras because her breasts hadn’t been perky in two decades. She truly preferred thigh-high cotton to the pretty, lacey panties in the Victoria’s Secret flyers they sent her every month. She sure as hell, though, used the coupons. Ten dollars off one of their expensive bras was a savings she couldn’t resist, especially on a civil servant’s salary living in the D.C. area. As a single mother, she’d learned the value of coupons, particularly in the teenage years of her growing son. Even though she had been continually promoted, she still lived a frugal life…except where Mak and his friends were concerned. She would happily spend her last dollar making their life easier and happy.

      Berit decided to grab a salad at the exclusive dining room for director level and above. As she waited in front of the elevator next to several others, Noah Hennel silently slid in beside her.

      “How are things going over in support?” Her former boss asked. She had worked for the director of operations nearly her entire career. They’d spent endless hours together in his office and conference rooms, especially in her last two positions. They knew each other quite well, professionally. Personally, Berit didn’t think anyone knew the real Noah Hennel.

      At her former boss's question, she wanted to roll her eyes. Instead, she pasted on a smile. “Just fine.”

      Director Hennel held her gaze, not needing to glance around. Both of them knew every person who was in earshot. “I appreciate you agreeing to have a working lunch in my office. My schedule is really tight today, but I know you need my approval on the asset allocation budget.”

      The doors to the elevator opened and the chatting group stepped in first.

      Clever man. She couldn’t fool him.

      As the doors closed, she said in a conversational tone, “We both needed to eat. Thank you for accommodating my request.”

      Ten minutes later, they were seated across from each other at the roundtable off to the side of his casual seating area. His large mahogany desk filled the other half of the room. Damn, directorates had huge offices with large windows giving the room an abundance of natural light.

      He positioned himself to face the large flat screen divided into multiple blocks surrounding a world map dotted with an array of colored circles. Some boxes showed live video. One showed a countdown for a videoconference with USSOCOM. In the upper right corner, a list of incoming reports scrolled constantly.

      As Director Hennel cut into his chicken, he ordered, “Tell me the truth. How are things going for you?”

      Berit stabbed her fork through the lettuce then confessed, “I really wish I was working for you instead of Director Lambert.”

      The man in his late fifties lifted his head slowly and held her gaze. “I understand, but my deputy director isn’t going anywhere for years, and then it will be to his retirement home out on the Eastern Shore.”

      He stared at her for several long seconds, but his intensity made it feel like minutes. “You do know you’ve been watched for years. Your integrity and dedication have not gone unnoticed. This job with the Support Directorate is a major steppingstone for your career. There are several in this organization, and others, who have big plans for you. You need to be well-rounded, understand our entire business. Gut it out. Learn everything you can. As long as you don’t fuck up, you’ll be promoted soon enough.”

      With a forkful of grilled chicken Caesar salad halfway to her open mouth, her whole body froze. Watched for years. Steppingstone. Big plans. Don’t fuck up.

      Hennel grinned. “You had no idea, did you?”

      “I need you to be clear. What exactly are you telling me?” Her brain raced in a hundred different directions.

      “Your entire career, you’ve broken glass ceilings. You have a silent, yet powerful, cheerleading squad, including me, that wants to see you go all the way.” Satisfaction gleamed in his eyes as he dredged a piece of chicken through the Marsala sauce and popped it into his mouth. He chewed slowly and swallowed before he spoke again. “Don’t fuck this up. There are several around Washington who want to see you as the chief operating officer, someday.”

      All insiders knew that the COO was the most powerful position within the CIA. Both the director and deputy director were appointed by the President of the United States and were seldom around longer than he was in the White House. On the other hand, the chief operating officer was responsible for managing the CIA on a day-to-day basis, no matter who sat in the biggest office in the building.

      “You’re not kidding.” Berit choked before she picked up her bottle of water, gulping down a third in an attempt to counter her dry mouth.

      “No. That’s exactly why I want you to be honest with me and tell me how things are going over there working for Joseph Lambert.” Hennel cut his green beans exactly the same length then forked up several. “When his deputy decided to retire early, several of us discussed the opening and thought perhaps you could get along with him better than the last man. Besides, you needed to punch that deputy directorate ticket.”

      He asked for it, so she’d give him honesty. “I’m not sure he knows what to do with me.”

      Hennel merely raised an eyebrow as he chewed.

      “He constantly gives me demeaning jobs, as though I were a newbie to the agency, not the highly trained Senior Special Agent who has held the title of director several times.” Berit knew the frustration came through in her voice. “Gabriel Davis’s funeral is a good example.”

      “Lambert asked you to handle that?” Hennel set down his fork and picked up his coffee cup. “I thought you personally took care of Gabe’s arrangements because of me, or that you knew him since you were both my department directors.”

      She shook her head. “Director Lambert ordered me to personally handle everything about the funeral and to be the CIA liaison with Mrs. Davis for the next year. After her murder, I’m now, of course, working with Teagan Wil…I mean, Teagan Jackson.”

      “Would you consider yourself friendly with Teagan Jackson? Or maybe even friends?” Hennel’s question made her think.

      “I’d say we were very friendly, edging toward becoming friends.” Then she admitted, “I like her. If she were living here in DC, I could see the two of us becoming good friends.”

      Hennel sipped his coffee and stared at nothing. Berit knew that look. She automatically braced. In the next instant, she relaxed. He couldn’t send her on a mission. She didn’t work for him anymore.

      Her former boss set down his empty coffee cup then captured her gaze with his. “Would you be interested in going undercover once again?”

      “I’m honored that you would think of me, but I can’t leave my job. You just reminded me what a steppingstone this deputy directorship is and how important it is for my career.” Don’t fuck up echoed in her mind.

      “No,” he said quickly. “I don’t want you to leave your job. This would be just a little extra added onto what you’re already doing with Teagan Jackson.”

      “You want me to spy on Teagan?” Berit couldn’t imagine the former Army helicopter pilot doing anything except her job at the Naval Air Station New River working on the Marine Corps’ newest helicopter.

      He eyed her speculatively. “What do you know about Gabriel’s death?”

      “He was allegedly killed by a terrorist who had hunted him down because he was the Director of Special Activities Division. Gabe was visiting Matthew Saint Clare at the time.” Defensively she added, “I made sure he had a hero’s funeral.”

      “What I’m about to tell you is top-secret. You cannot speak to anyone, except me, about this.” He had spoken those words to her so many times before she instantly nodded her head.

      “Yes, sir, of course.”

      “Gabriel Davis was no hero. He was a traitor, killed by Matthew Saint Clare.” Noah Hennel’s words hit her like a shot to the heart while wearing a bulletproof vest.

      Berit dropped back in the chair, as though shoved there. “Did Matthew kill him because he was a traitor?”

      “No, Matthew shot him because Gabriel was trying to kill Elizabeth Kamp, who is now his wife.” Hennel let out a long breath. “When you worked in the Middle East, did you ever come across Nassar al-Jamil?”

      At the name, Berit sat back up and leaned her elbows on the table. “Why the hell isn’t he on the Top Ten Terrorist List? I was just looking at a report this morning where tanks have now moved into Lake Urmia. He has been amassing an army for years. Have you ever listened to his speeches? That fundamentalist lunatic wants to take over the world and institute Sharia law.”

      Her old boss smiled. “Damn, I miss working with you.” He looked longingly at his empty coffee mug before he got up. “Would you care for some coffee?”

      “No. But thank you.”

      He popped a pod into his single cup coffee maker. “About twelve years back, maybe thirteen, Gabriel was undercover with what they’re now calling the New Islamic State. We were afraid they flipped him, and he became a double spy. We’ve watched him for years. The only thing he really did to indicate his allegiance to anything other than the United States of America was to shove Nassar al-Jamil off to the side every time someone suggested he be put on the top ten.” Cup now filled, Hennel returned to the table. “That was, until he tried to kill Elizabeth Kamp. She’s the best translator we have for al-Jamil’s dialect. She also has a personal grudge against the terrorist.”

      Berit was anxious to find out more. People do things for all kinds of reasons; a sense of honor, love of their country, duty to family. But a personal grudge should always be taken seriously. They can be the most dangerous people on the planet. “Can you tell me?”

      He held the coffee cup to his lips, inhaling the aroma deeply. Finally taking a sip, the corners of his mouth kicked up. “Damn, I love coffee.” He took another sip before he set it down. “Short version. Gabriel had a tip on a munitions dump in Syria. Elizabeth Kamp, Teagan Williams, Mason Sinclair, Logan Jackson, and Micah Reid were part of a joint, coed task force. The five of them were sent in to blow it up. A charge went off early and Sinclair was killed. The rest have remained good friends ever since.”

      “They’re tight.” Berit wasn’t sure if Noah Hennel knew just how tight they had been with Gabriel. “Did you know that Teagan and Marsha Davis had been friends since flight school? She introduced Marsha to Gabriel.”

      He nodded. “I was aware of how intertwined they all are, which made it even tougher for us to believe that Gabriel was passing information to Nassar al-Jamil. We may never know, now. Anyway, Elizabeth Kamp had Mason Sinclair’s baby and got out of the Army as soon as she could. She came to work for us, at Gabriel’s suggestion, as an Arabic translator. We weren’t sure where his loyalties lay until he tried to kill Elizabeth.”

      Hennel shook his head. “Gabriel Davis wasn’t working alone. Nassar al-Jamil has at least one mole inside our agency. Probably more. If you take this undercover assignment, you could be in more danger than you think. It might even be more hazardous to be inside the CIA building than in the field. Trust no one. There are traitors among us.”

      She followed his gaze which held on one of the boxes on the flat screen. The countdown indicated less than two minutes.

      Berit quickly picked up the remains of their lunch. “Can you give me a few days to think about this special assignment? I’ll have to figure out a way into the group…if I decide to take this assignment.”

      “Take as long as you need. Just keep in mind I wasn’t exaggerating when I said there are traitors among us.” Noah Hennel sat down behind his desk and straightened his tie. He clicked the mouse several times on the world map, each section lighting up and expanding.

      As Berit reached for the door, Matthew Saint Clare’s image appeared on the screen, replacing the countdown.

      “Good afternoon, Director Hennel.” The stunningly handsome man with snow-white hair and black mustache greeted his boss. “Our most volatile spot today is a suburb of Pyongyang, North Korea.

      Berit fought a grin as she stepped out of the office. The idea of going undercover again was exciting, a hell of a lot more interesting than anything Joseph Lambert was going to let her do. But her former boss hadn’t told her why he wanted her on the inside of that group.

      Maybe, since he suspected Gabriel as being a terrorist, he thought someone else in the group was too. Could someone else be feeding information to al-Jamil? But Elizabeth Saint Clare held a grudge against the terrorist. Was the failed Syrian mission related to Nassar al-Jamil? Or was it the first attempt to kill Elizabeth, and they’d gotten Mason Sinclair instead?

      In her new position, she had access to all kinds of information. She’d start with Elizabeth Kamp’s files. That would be very easy since she worked for the CIA and had been vetted several times.

      She’d then check out Matthew Saint Clare. He hadn’t been on the Syrian mission but he might have other connections to Nassar al-Jamil. If Gabriel had been a double agent and in charge of special activities division, who’s to say that Matthew didn’t follow exactly down Gabriel’s path? That only left Teagan Jackson, Marine Lieutenant Colonel Logan Jackson, and Navy Captain Micah Reid.

      She smiled when she thought about the handsome Navy captain. He would probably be the best conduit into their tightknit group. How the hell was she going to finagle her way into that man’s confidences?

      And just how far would she take it? She had bedded assets before, but it had been years, more than she wanted to count. Seducing Micah Reid could be fun. As she walked back to her office, Berit wondered what kind of a lover he’d be.

      As she turned the corner toward her office, she slowed her steps. What the hell was she doing? She liked Teagan. All the others seemed nice, too. Although she didn’t know them as well, she couldn’t imagine any of them being double agents. She wondered if any of them knew that Gabriel had deceived them, and his country.

      Maybe their files would reveal the answers. Or, they might be innocent pawns in the international game of espionage. It would be up to her to find the truth.
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      “Hey.”

      Micah, Logan, and Matthew all looked up when Teagan bobbed her head around the corner peering into the Saint Clare’s living room. “Does anybody mind if Berit Barker stops by after supper?” Looking directly at Logan, their pretty blonde former teammate explained, “She has some papers she needs us to sign for the education accounts they’re setting up for the children.”

      All eyes shifted to Matt.

      “Fine by me.” Matthew shrugged then glanced around his home. “She’ll just have to deal with a house filled with rambunctious kids. She’s not in my direct chain of command so it’s not like I’m expecting my boss.” He grinned. “I wouldn’t mind getting to know her better, especially if the rumors are true. I don’t object to riding a woman’s coattails to the top positions within the CIA. I’m good with it.”

      “Invite her for dessert,” Lizzie suggested from the depths of the kitchen. Micah smiled. Elizabeth had a heart of gold. She’d always been the hostess with the mostess.

      “Okay, then we’re all set?” Teagan punched the button on her phone, obviously taking it off mute, then walked away animatedly talking with Berit.

      Two hours later when the doorbell rang, Micah glanced around the empty living room. Matthew and Logan had disappeared into the family room to deal with a girls-versus-boys dispute. Elizabeth and Teagan had gone to help a few minutes later.

      Feeling very at home since he often stayed with the Saint Clares, he elected himself to open the door rather than replace one of his hosts at the other end of the house. Peering through the peephole, he reassured himself it was Berit Barker.

      Flipping the deadbolt, he opened the door just in time to find Berit juggling a glass-covered layer cake and the messenger bag. Micah quickly reached out and rescued the cake as it tilted precariously.

      “Let me help you with that,” he offered as he snatched the glass stand and matching dome from her hands.

      She deftly caught the long strap of her bag as it slid off her shoulder. “I’m usually not this uncoordinated,” she berated herself. She glanced up at him in confusion. “Captain Reid? What are you doing here?”

      He grinned. He couldn’t help himself. She looked so befuddled.

      “Please tell me I’m at the right house.” Her eyes darted to the brass numbers beside the door.

      “Yes, this is Matthew and Elizabeth’s new house. They’re in the back with Logan and Teagan parenting the four munchkins.” He opened the door wider. “Come on in. It’s cold out there.”

      After closing and locking the door behind her, he turned to find her gazing at him.

      “I’ll take the cake and put it in the kitchen.” She held out her hands.

      The overhead chandelier cast a column of light down onto her. The melting snowflakes sparkled in her shoulder-length, dark brown hair. When she lifted her eyes to meet his, they too, glimmered in the refracted light from the crystals above. They were such an intense brown that he wondered if she wore designer contacts. They seemed to have every color in the spectrum from polished walnut to glittering desert sand.

      She was quite pretty for a woman of her age, which Micah figured was close to his own forty-five years. Her pale white skin proved she didn’t spend much time in the sun, or a tanning bed, and the defined curves at each edge of her reddened lips were a testament to her easy smile, like the one she gave him.

      He caught himself staring. “Let me take your coat.”

      “Thank you,” she said as she slid out of the knee-length trench coat. When he took it in one hand, she grabbed the cake from his other.

      After hanging her coat in the closet next to his, he gestured down the hall. “Kitchen is this way.” As soon as they entered, they could see completely into the family room where all four adults were dealing with two sullen boys and two crying little girls.

      Berit grimaced. “They might be a while. Sometimes I’m thankful I never had to deal with more than one child.”

      “Let’s wait for them in the living room.” Micah picked up his tumbler and offered, “Can I get you a drink? Teagan had wine with supper and there’s plenty left.” He pointed to the bottle of white chilling in a marble cylinder on the wet bar. “I can make you almost any mixed drink if you would like.”

      Her smile turned genuine and she looked ten years younger. “White wine would be wonderful. Thank you.”

      “So Mak is your only child?” He asked as he poured.

      “Yes.” She sighed. “He was more than enough for me to handle, especially when I was stationed in such wonderful places like Tunisia, Somalia and other Third World shitholes.”

      At her swearword, he chuckled. “That’s an accurate description.” He handed her the glass. “And what were you doing in northern Africa?”

      She gave him a look screaming can you be that naïve? “I work for the CIA. What you think?”

      Holy fuck. Would they have put a young mother and her baby undercover in a place like that? He answered his own question. Of course they would.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have answered so casually. I doubt you know anything about me.” Her gaze swept the room and it reminded him of everyone he knew. It was a habit, one that kept them alive.

      “Why don’t we have a seat and discuss northern African shitholes? I’ve seen my share of them.” Micah gestured for her to go first. As he followed her, he couldn’t miss the sway of rounded hips and tight butt cheeks in Navy blue dress pants. He revised his initial assessment. She looked damn good for a woman her age.

      Berit sat in one of the high-back chairs across from the couch and sipped her wine. Micah chose the matching one and angled his body to face her.

      “I apolo—"

      “Tunisia, where—”

      They both spoke at once.

      Before she could finish her apology, Micah took control of the conversation. “Where were you in Tunis? Sfax? Sousse?” Those were the most popular, and populous towns in that country.

      “I was in Ben Gardane, close to the Libyan border.” Her grin was sardonic. “It was a far cry from the tourist-friendly resorts along the Mediterranean. Most of the people there didn’t know if they were in Libya or Tunisia, it all looks the same. There were guards on the main roads, but the government—that was new when I was there—didn’t have enough money to patrol the backcountry. Smuggling jihadists to the training camps in Libya was the best paying job around.”

      Micah couldn’t believe that she would take the baby into that environment. “How old was Mak?”

      She cocked her head to the side, as though in thought, for a minute. “He turned ten when we lived in Tunisia.” She shook her head. “He was like a sponge when it came to languages. We’d only been there a week, maybe ten days, when I took him to the market. That little kid negotiated like a pro for every piece of food we took home. He sounded like he’d been born and raised in the Sahara Desert.”

      “He learns quick. Adapts to his environment. No wonder he went into the SEALs.” Every man who pinned on a Trident had a different story, but they were all intelligent and highly adaptable. He’d look into Makensey Barker.

      Berit set her glass on the coffee table. “He’d be bored in any other specialty.”

      “Where did this cake come from?” Elizabeth’s voice drifted in.

      Standing, Berit headed for the kitchen. “I couldn’t arrive empty-handed, especially since I was interrupting your evening.”

      “Berit.” The warmth in Teagan’s voice was evident. “I didn’t realize you’d arrived. I’m sorry, but we got tied up with the kids. They’re so tired after the long drive.”

      All four children, talking at once, darted past the adults and up the stairs.

      “I’ll be up in five minutes to make sure that each of you brushed your teeth.” Elizabeth then turned her attention to Berit. “You didn’t have to bring anything. I went crazy earlier in the week baking pies and I was going to pull one of them out and reheat it.”

      “You’d be doing me a favor if you ate this cake.” Berit looked sheepish. “If you guys don’t eat it, I’m just going to have to throw it away.”

      Teagan grabbed dessert plates and forks while Elizabeth dug through a drawer until she found her cake server. Micah stood next to Logan and Matthew, lined up like starving, drooling dogs.

      The three women worked together as though they had been doing so for years. Micah wondered if that kind of teamwork was learned or if it was innate to females. Since he’d never had a mother, he’d never been able to watch women interact. He was fascinated by the way Berit just automatically fell into step with Elizabeth and Teagan, handing each man a plate of dessert.

      When the women joined the men in the living room, they immediately filled the couch. Matthew dropped into the overstuffed chair adjacent to the end, closest to Elizabeth, leaving the high-back chairs to Micah and Logan.

      Elizabeth took one bite and moaned. She chewed slowly then swallowed. “Oh. My. God. You must tell me, Berit, where did you buy this cake?”

      “Well, let me see,” Berit teased. “All the sugar, eggs, and flour, oh, and the chocolate, came from Kroger’s.”

      “Are you telling me this is a real homemade cake…like from scratch? I didn’t know anybody still made cakes that way.” Elizabeth shoved another forkful into her mouth.

      “I feel so damn successful when I can take a cake mix and manage not to burn half the cupcakes. I bow to you, Queen of the Kitchen.” Teagan made a bowing motion toward Berit. “I couldn’t do this.”

      “Teagan, sweetheart, you’re getting much better at cooking,” Logan noted.

      She burst out laughing. “It’s been trial by fire…literally. Who knew that you can’t put grease in the pan then run upstairs to stop World War III from erupting? I swear I was only gone thirty seconds.”

      Logan grinned at his wife. “Every fire alarm in our house has now been tested…more than once.”

      “I’m on a first-name basis, now, with Carol Anne from the alarm company. We’re becoming real besties,” Teagan joked. “Yep, she’s the one who told me about the cooking classes at the community college up in Jacksonville.” She took another bite of the cake. “Logan, I’m sorry, but I’m never going to be able to make anything that tastes this good.”

      “Thank Christ you have other talents.” Logan shoved a large piece of cake into his mouth, grinning as he chewed.

      Berit blushed. “I do have a confession.”

      Teagan interrupted, “See, I knew it. You bought this cake in a bakery.”

      “Sorry, Teagan, I actually made it, just not for this group.” Berit cringed at her revelation. “My son, Mak, is home this weekend.” She gave Micah a private smile. “Thank you very much, Captain Reid, but—”

      “Call me Micah, please. We’re not formal at all around here.” He pointed with his fork at the crumbs on his plate. “But if I can convince you to bake desserts like this for me on a regular basis, you can call me anything you want.”

      She ignored his comment and continued, “I baked it for my son and his friends. When I got home from work, I had a cryptic note that they were going out. I couldn’t let this beautiful cake go to waste. And Cap—, Micah,” she quickly caught herself and corrected, “I’ll be happy to make a dessert just for you the next time you’re in town.”

      “Careful, Berit,” Elizabeth warned. “He might just take you up on that offer. Every time he’s in town he stays with us because he knows he’ll get a home-cooked meal. Now that Micah is moving to D.C., I guess I’m going to have to put in extra place setting at the table every night for supper.”

      “I’m no dummy. Elizabeth is the best cook I’ve ever known,” Micah admitted.

      “Are you telling us your mother was a horrible cook?” Berit’s question picked at an old scab.

      “I didn’t have a mother. Growing up it was just me and my dad.” Micah shrugged. “He did the best he could in the kitchen, and during the summer he was a master at the grill.” He chuckled. “But growing up on Lake Erie, summer doesn’t last long.”

      It had been a long time since he thought about his childhood, and he never talked about it, to anyone. As he looked around the gathering of friends, and Berit, he realized no one there cared one way or the other that he didn’t have a mother growing up. Like them, his childhood was far in the past. They knew him for the man that he was today. They accepted him, as he was. As their friend.

      “Did he pass on any of that grilling savvy? Here in D.C., we grill out almost year-round.” Matthew grinned. “You’d better find a house with a deck, because we're coming your way for steaks and burgers. Paybacks are motherfuckers.”

      “So, how’s the house-hunting coming along?” Teagan asked.

      “I think Sandi has about six lined up for me tomorrow.” He looked at Matthew and wondered how serious he was about bringing the entire clan to his house for an occasional barbecue. Fuck. He’d been looking at two-bedroom condos. Should he be looking for a house?

      Glancing around the Saint Clare’s home, he began to worry. He didn’t own that much furniture, or a lawnmower. And ninety percent of the time it would be just him. No. That was ridiculous. He’d continue to look at condominiums in a gated community. Maybe a townhouse. Working at the Pentagon, he doubted he’d be called to travel at a moment’s notice, and he certainly wouldn’t be gone any longer than a week or two at a time. Those days as a young lieutenant running his own small group of SEALs were long gone. He was a big picture officer now. He might have time for a home.

      Nah. He hated mowing the lawn and somebody else could plant and care for the fucking flowers.

      “I’m looking for something small, two-bedrooms probably.” Micah shrugged. “It’s just me. What the hell would I do with a place this big?” He threw up his hands gesturing to their house.

      Elizabeth laughed as she rose. “I’ll be more than happy to send you Austin on a regular basis.” When she started collecting plates, Berit also stood.

      “I’ll get these,” she offered.

      “Mom, Liza’s bugging us. Make her stop. We’re trying to be good and read books in my room,” Austin yelled from the top of the stairs.

      When Elizabeth headed their direction, Matthew grabbed his wife’s hand. “You’ve been on your feet most of the day. Sit down and relax. You take care of Wyatt and I’ll go deal with the other rugrats.” He placed his hand over her growing mound. “I can’t wait to see our next son tomorrow at the doctor’s appointment. I hate that I missed all this with the first one.” Elizabeth gave him a warning glance and sat down with a sigh, rubbing her growing belly.

      “Both of mine are right there in the thick of things. I’m going up, too.” Logan stood and strode toward the stairs.

      Berit gathered the last of the dishes and took them to Teagan who loaded the dishwasher. As soon as they were finished, Berit returned to the living room and picked up her messenger bag. Micah could see them sitting at the now empty dining room table, reviewing papers and chatting like old friends.

      Logan trotted halfway down the steps and looked around. “Teagan, can you come up and help get the girls into bed? Anora wants her new mommy to tuck her in.”

      “She calls you Mommy?” Berit asked with a warm smile. “That’s so sweet.”

      “It’s also heartbreaking.” Teagan glanced toward the stairs. “She’s already starting to forget Marsha. We talked with the child psychologist about it, and she thought it was a good thing. I’ll be the only mother she knows. Anora still isn’t sure what to call me. Yesterday it was Mama Teagan. Brann took to calling Logan, Dad, the day the adoption petition was filed. I’m still Aunt Teagan to him.”

      “No matter what they call you, you are their parents, now.” Berit gave her a hug. Stepping back, she gathered the papers from the table. “Thank you so much for allowing me to come over here tonight. I really appreciate you taking a few minutes out of your busy weekend schedule to see me. I can see myself out. You have little ones to attend to.”

      “Thanks, Berit.” Teagan was on the third step when she turned. “Next time I’m in town, let’s just get together for a glass of wine.” She glanced at the top of the steps where the children seem to be having a shouting contest. “Somewhere quiet.”

      “I’d like that.” Longing was written all over her face. “I wish we’d known each other when you lived here. I believe we would’ve been friends.”

      Teagan flashed her smile. “So, we’ll just be friends now.”

      “I like that idea.” Berit headed toward the closet at the front door. “Call me next time you’re in town.”

      “I’ll do that,” Teagan replied from the top of the steps just before she disappeared around the corner.

      Micah leaped from his chair. “Here, let me get your coat.” He had it off the hanger and was holding it out so she could easily slip into it. “Let me walk you to your car.” He wasn’t sure why he was offering, but it seemed like the polite thing to do.

      “There’s no need for both of us to get cold,” she chided. “This is probably one of the safest neighborhoods in the DC area.” With her hand on the doorknob, Berit stopped. Turning toward him, she asked, “When you were in Africa, did you have the chance to eat Ethiopian food?”

      “Yes. It’s one of my favorites. Or maybe it’s just that I like to eat with my hands.” His joke felt awkward.

      “There’s a great Ethiopian restaurant where I have to eat at least once a month to satisfy my urge for spicy food. I haven’t been there in a while.” She glanced away. When her gaze returned to him, she admitted, “I haven’t done this in a while either, so I’m not very good at it.” She held his gaze, and her breath. “Would you like to join me for Ethiopian food?” She spoke quickly on a whoosh of air. “Sometime?”

      She was cute when she was uncertain. Micah doubted that happened very often. “Sometime, like Tuesday?” He wasn’t sure why he did it, but he went on to explain, “My real estate agent has appointments lined up for me over the next few days. My time this trip is tight.” He grinned. “But I’ll be living here by the first of the year.”

      “Tuesday is perfect. That gives me the weekend to spend with my son, if he ever decides to stay home for ten minutes.” She glanced down at the buttons on his coat. “Thank you again for giving him, and his squad, the weekend off.”

      Raising her head, she looked him straight in the eye. “These few days…thank you.” Her voice cracked as she blinked back tears that threatened to spill.

      Micah doubted anyone, except her son, got to see this softer side of her. Something deep inside him wanted to take her into his arms and comfort her, kissing her tears away. He wanted to reassure her that Mak would be okay, but he couldn’t lie to her. They both knew better. Petty Officer First Class Mark Schaefer, the SEAL they buried the previous day, was proof.

      Berit took a deep breath, as though fortifying herself. “I’ll see you Tuesday.”

      “Let me have your phone.” Micah held out his hand.

      “Why?” She snapped.

      “I’ll program in my number, so you can text me the name of the restaurant,” he explained.

      She rolled her eyes and dug into her pocket. “I told you, I wasn’t good at this.”

      When she handed him her phone, he handed it back to her. “Berit, you’re going to need to unlock it.” He didn’t bother holding back his grin. She truly looked befuddled.

      He couldn’t remember ever doing that to a woman before. Confusing them? Absolutely. Many of the base bunnies were dumb as a box of rocks. It was a good thing you didn’t have to talk to them to fuck them. Berit, on the other hand, was extremely intelligent. He was sure she could carry on conversations on a wide variety of subjects. But she was certainly out of practice flirting.

      After swiping at the screen, she handed it back to him with the phone app open. “Just use my phone to call yours. I’ll make it a contact. And I’ll text you the name and address of the restaurant.” She was so uncomfortable with the situation it was almost comical.

      Micah’s phone silently vibrated in his pocket. Extracting it, he stared at the number, instantly memorizing it. Yes. He would put it in his contacts, but it was solidly in his brain, already. “Here you go.” When she took the phone from him, he dragged his finger over the back of her hand. “I look forward to seeing you on Tuesday.”

      “Yes.” She quickly opened the door and disappeared across the porch.

      Micah grinned. It had been a long time since he had this kind of fun with a woman. He was looking forward to Tuesday.
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      The private satellite phone deep in the dark-haired man’s pocket rang with the familiar, albeit muffled, ring tone, interrupting the boring diatribe of one of his department heads. Same shit, different day. There wasn’t a fucking thing he could do about congressional funding, and even if he could find the additional assets, he certainly wouldn’t divert them to this man’s idiotic idea.

      “I really need to take this.” He quickened his pace without apology and unlocked the door to his four-year-old Buick. He turned on the mechanisms blocking out all means of listening devices. His conversation would now be entirely secure.

      “You are up late, Uncle. I hope all is well with you and yours,” he said in the Arabic dialect of his youth. Although his English was flawless, thanks to the devout Catholic family who raised him from age ten after being brought to the U.S.A. from a Syrian refugee camp, he cherished conversations in his native tongue.

      “Abd al Rashid, my favorite nephew, I have just left a meeting with Abdul Sayyed. He assures me that we continue to have the complete support of the Supreme Leader of Iran. We are the tip of Allah’s sword for the Islamic Revolution.”

      Worry snaked its way through the man as he backed out of his designated parking space in the CIA underground garage. He wondered why his uncle was so excited. The current president of Iran had generously provided the land for the New Islamic State. Had international pressures forced him to regret that decision?

      His uncle chuckled. “Sayyed was anxious for more details of our plan. Does he think me a fool? What he really wanted to know was when he could take delivery of the gold that you will bring when you finally come home.”

      Fuck! He still hadn’t found the gold that disappeared after the failed Syrian mission nearly twelve years ago. Gabriel Davis hadn’t been any help. He swore he’d seen it there just before the explosion that was meant to bury it until their Caliphate needed it. By the time a team had reached the site to retrieve the gold bars, they were gone.

      Although he could easily hand over five million dollars, half the value of the gold, he needed to find the gold bars. Perhaps it was time to unlock Matthew Saint Clare’s mind. No one was sure if he knew where the gold went, only that he was the last one to see it. The man only hoped that the CIA psychiatrist was as good as he claimed. Inching forward in bumper-to-bumper DC traffic, the man shrugged. He, too, could die.

      “I don’t trust Sayyed.” His uncle prattled on, “or anyone else, in politics. They all have their own agendas. I will only share our plans, and the gold, directly with the Supreme Leader.”

      Abd wasn’t sure even telling him was the right thing to do, but he didn’t dare argue with the caliphate. Allah was guiding him and would lead them to victory.

      “Tell me, nephew, how is the training coming along?”

      Grinning widely, he reported the latest statistics. “Over fifteen hundred men have already passed our highest qualifications in our Washington state facility. These men are trained better than U.S. Marines. Before we feed them breakfast, they are required to run up a mountain, shoot expert with several weapons, and run all the way back down to camp. They spend hours in survival training, bomb-making, as well as studying the teachings of your ways. When we bring the United States to its knees, bowing before Muhammed, the lambs will turn to our men for guidance and protection.”

      “You spoke only of the one training camp. What of the others?” His uncle didn’t miss a thing.

      “Initiates arrive daily in the Pennsylvania camp for initial processing. Our college recruiters are doing an excellent job. Their initial screening process is becoming quite refined. They have weeded out several FBI agents attempting to join.” He didn’t withhold the pride in his voice. “We ship close to a hundred a week to the camps in Kansas and Washington.”

      “And the money, it still comes?” As caliphate of the New Islamic State, his uncle was going to be one of the most powerful, and richest, men in the world. There were tens of thousands of wealthy Muslims living in the United States, anxious to support Nassar al-Jamil’s vision of the future. Many men were excited for the day that American women would be put in their place, under an abaya, hidden in their husbands’ homes, subservient and silenced.

      “Oh, yes, Uncle. The money flows like a raging river whose dam has been broken.” Only he knew exactly how much made its way into several Caribbean accounts every week. Almost all of it was moved into accounts controlled by the New Islamic State accountants. No one knew about his private Swiss account that received a small percentage every day.

      If the CIA had taught him one thing, it was to be prepared with an exit strategy. And not just one. He had Plan A and B, and then there was Plan C where he would disappear completely. It took lots of money for the high-quality plastic surgery that he would require. He would also need to live in the style to which he’d become accustomed. He refused to live in the desert as a poor man. He preferred his sand on a beach in a country without extradition.

      Soon after joining the CIA, he started establishing several identities throughout the world. His unique skin color could be dyed to look as black as a Central African, or by adding green, he looked of Mediterranean heritage. With yellow, he passed for a deeply suntanned American. During his thirty-five years of government service, he had accumulated a thick stack of passports from various countries.

      Yes. He could disappear without a trace. The go-bags stashed in his closet at work, another at home, as well as the one he always carried in his car, assured him of a quick getaway. The money in his hidden account guaranteed a comfortable lifestyle.

      “We must move on to more serious matters.” His uncle’s voice had turned sullen.

      Oh fuck. Here it comes.

      “Is the matter of Gabriel Davis finally concluded?”

      “Yes. A man faithful to you in our computer department has wiped every possible trace. He searched every computer Gabriel ever used and deleted the appropriate information.” At least that was the information he’d been given. Since he was no computer expert, there was no way for him to personally check.

      “And Gabriel’s wife? I’ve been told that has now been declared murder.”

      The man seethed with anger, but he held it in check. Where had his uncle heard that? He had always wondered if he had other spies within the CIA. His question confirmed it. “Trust me, the Fairfax police are too busy tracking down real criminals to worry about a home invasion gone bad in a house that has already sold. It is solidly a cold case, now.”

      “I’ve also been informed that it’s highly likely that my name will appear on the Top Ten Most Wanted Terrorist list. What are you doing to prevent this?” His uncle gave him a direct hit.

      “There is not much I can do about that.” And that was the honest truth. “As you know, Gabriel has been replaced by Matthew Saint Clare, who is neither a believer nor a follower of yours.” He took a deep breath. “We knew this was going to happen at some point. Although Elizabeth Saint Clare, our translator for your Arabic dialect, is only working part-time, she’s still able to translate most of the conversations they capture and forward them to the Middle Eastern analysts. Your rapid buildup at Lake Urmia has started to worry the surrounding countries of Turkey, Syria, and Iraq. Armenia and Azerbaijan are also getting nervous. I would not be surprised if their diplomats do not ask for help quite soon.”

      The caliphate laughed. “Good! If their focus is on Iran, then they aren’t looking for danger in their own backyard. Americans are so naïve. It was child’s play to move thousands of our men into the country and station them from ocean to ocean.”

      The man hoped that continued to be true. He had no desire to be tried for treason in the United States, and that’s exactly what would happen if anyone discovered his connection to the military training camps. Worse, if someone exposed their plans.

      With glee in his voice, his uncle added, “Americans will never know what hit them until it is too late. Every year they mourn over September eleven, a date that will be forgotten along with Osama bin Laden. Soon, they will praise the name of Nassar al-Jamil and thank Allah for the day we freed all American men.”

      “Yes, Uncle, they will.” The man behind the wheel turned into his home and drove straight into the garage. He looked over at the sports car he rarely got to drive, but truly adored. He would have to leave it and everything behind. He already had several reservations made, under different names of course, circuitously making his way to Iran. He wouldn’t even be in the United States when the Islamic revolution started.

      “All is going as planned, my nephew, my son. I feel as though you are my son, and I am now your father, because the real man who created you was taken from us far too early. You have outshined many of the men of my loins. Keep up the good work, my son. Allah be with you.”

      The line went dead.

      The man got out of his car, sliding the satellite phone back into his pocket. As he glanced around his palatial Georgetown home, he knew he would miss these comforts. It wouldn’t be long now until all of this was gone. He was going to take advantage of every moment he had left.

      As he loosened his tie, he rolled his tense shoulders. Fuck. He could use a massage. His mind instantly went to Mistress Tigress at the private gentleman’s club where he’d been a member for several years. He glanced back at the door to the garage.

      Yes. A fast ride and a fast fuck would be perfect.
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      What the hell was I thinking? Berit thought about her Navy-blue pantsuit, black ankle boots with a thin but sensible two-inch heel and shoved her bare hands into the pockets of her wool-lined trench coat, hoping to find a pair of gloves. Her outfit screamed alphabet agent.

      Her standard business uniform was far from sexy. The suit jacket was cut to cover the weapon she carried in the small of her back. It wasn’t even nipped at the waist to show off her feminine curves. Her slacks were lined so they hung neatly all day long. They also had a tummy panel in the front, a concession she’d made after celebrating the big forty-five. She stayed in shape working out in the gym at the office, but gravity sucked and she had a little belly as proof.

      All of her career, she’d chosen her clothing to look the least feminine possible. In the field, ninety-nine percent of the agents were men. She needed them to take her seriously. When she was undercover, she had an allotment and purchased the appropriate clothing to fit the part. Since she’d been stateside for over ten years and stationed at headquarters, all she ever wore were dark suits.

      She never went undercover stateside.

      She had a few cocktail dresses that were at least a decade old. She’d be overdressed for the little hole-in-the-wall restaurant where she was meeting Micah. Besides, she would’ve had to change in her office and leave the building in a sexy dress. No way in hell was she doing that.

      Oh, well. She mentally shrugged. This was the real her. She was a forty-eight-year-old single woman who worked too many long hours, lived alone, and carried a gun because she knew that evil lurked everywhere in the world.

      Her mission was to infiltrate Micah’s small group of friends. Get them to trust her. Then, she’d do whatever was asked of her.

      She took one last glance around the front of the old brick building before opening the door. She was immediately hit with the scent of cooking meat and the distinct spices that always took her back to her time in Eastern Africa. Fenugreek, cardamom, cayenne pepper, and the restaurant’s unique concoction of spices called berbere assaulted her and soothed her at the same time.

      Berit’s mouth watered.

      She glanced around the restaurant that was off to the right. No sign of Micah. A few minutes early, she grabbed a handwoven basket from the stack, deciding to pick up a few things in the grocery store portion to the left. Standing in front of the freezer unit a few minutes later, she saw him approach in the reflection of the glass doors.

      Micah walked with a casual confidence that very few men could accomplish. It wasn’t a, my balls are bigger than yours swagger, but more like don’t be stupid and try to fuck with me. The special operators in Matthew Saint Clare’s special activities division moved the same way. Mak had always had that kind of presence, too.

      She took a few seconds to observe Micah without his knowledge. The silver at his temples, the deep lines at the corners of his eyes gave away his age. His body certainly didn’t. The dark slacks and sweater over a button-down dress shirt didn’t hide the toned body underneath. The unzipped leather jacket he wore over broad shoulders subtly whispered money.

      According to his file, that she’d read cover to cover earlier that day, Micah Reid had a respectable nest egg. As a captain, the military paid him well. He’d bought and sold real estate wisely throughout his career, mostly condominiums close to base. Other than on the basics in life such as a place to live and a vehicle to drive, he hadn’t spent much money. He preferred relaxing in his recliner reading a book with a good glass of scotch to overcrowded bars and thumping music.

      On occasion, though, he had a few places that he visited with two other captains who were divorced. Micah preferred women at least ten years younger. Sometimes, he even took a woman in her twenties to bed. Never at his home, though. The older he got, the more often he used the closest mid-brand hotel.

      Berit had already resigned herself that there was nothing she could do about her age. Since he’d never kept any woman around for more than a few months, she had Dr. Sydney Petersen, the CIA’s lead psychiatrist, give her an analysis of him. Of course, he had mother issues, but not in the way Berit had expected. Micah didn’t trust women to stay. Every woman he’d ever known had left him. Every. Single. One.

      Dr. Petersen also suggested that Micah had learned during his teen years to use women sexually and discard them before they broke off any relationship they might build, then leave him. His father had never remarried after the death of Micah’s mother, nor had he kept women around long enough for Micah to observe a stable relationship. The psychologist felt that it went back to the old saying, you learn what you live then you live what you’ve learned.

      In his twenties, several women had moved in with Micah then left, reinforcing that women always leave. According to the psychologist’s reports, he never tried to build a relationship with any of the women. He used them for sex, and only sex. He never even tried to get to know them.

      Berit had asked Dr. Petersen if what he was truly looking for was a mother. That wasn’t a role she personally wanted to take. She’d raised her son and had no desire to raise a grown man, not that she expected to stay undercover very long. She would be like every other woman in his life and leave him.

      Micah Reid was nothing more than a mission to her.

      A very handsome mission.

      While he was still several feet away, she turned and faced him. “Did you have any difficulty finding this place?”

      “None at all.” He glanced at her basket. “Do we have to make our own supper or are you shopping for later in the week?”

      “I got here a little early and thought I’d utilize the time by picking up a few things.” She fingered the spices. “Mine are getting old and they lose so much of their flavor quickly once the jar is opened.” Why the hell had she said that? He didn’t care how old her spices were. Spices certainly weren’t spicy conversation. She was supposed to be in seduction mode…flirty.

      Micah picked up the crusty bread. “Maybe I’ll grab a loaf of this for Elizabeth.” His gaze swept the aisle, then he glanced around the store. “I wonder…we used to get this really great bread when we were in Ethiopia. It makes the most wonderful French toast. It’s sweet and grainy.”

      “Oh, I’ll bet you’re talking about habesha dabo. It’s made from barley. They bake it in Enset leaves in a lidded bowl. It’s over here.” Berit showed him where to get the bread and was pleased that he’d been someplace she’d lived. That was ridiculous, but she wouldn’t deny the emotion. She hadn’t truly connected with a man in years.

      “We can take these to the table and pay for everything on the way out,” she suggested.

      “Sounds like a plan.” He gestured for her to lead the way.

      Berit stepped into the cordoned off restaurant portion and glanced around for an empty table. Although the place was clean, it certainly showed its age. The plastic tablecloths had been wiped down so many times the colors had faded. Stacks of thick white napkins sat next to metal votives that she’d never seen lit in the ten years that she’d been eating at the restaurant. It really wasn’t much to look at compared to most American restaurants in the DC area.

      She’d warned him.

      “Let’s take the one in the back corner.” Micah was so close his warm breath brushed her ear.

      A shiver of awareness passed through her like a sonic boom. No man had invaded her personal space in years. And wasn’t that a damn shame, Berit admitted to herself. She was long overdue for a man-induced orgasm. Glancing over at Micah, she wondered what kind of a lover he’d be. Demanding, for sure. He oozed alpha dominance. Before he caught her staring, she walked across the restaurant to the table he suggested.

      As she was about to step behind the table to put her back against the wall, Micah pulled out the chair across from it for her. She should’ve known better. He wanted the seat in the corner so he could see everything, and everyone, and the restaurant. It was close to the kitchen and a backdoor.

      “I’d rather sit here if you don’t mind.” She pulled out the chair adjacent to the one in the back. She could still see the front door and everyone except the people at the table behind her. She hoped Micah would take it as a sign that she wanted to be closer to him rather than in a position of power.

      When he sat down, he admitted, “I should have realized that you wouldn’t want your back to everyone. For a few minutes there, I forgot who you work for.”

      Damn. For a few minutes, she, too, had forgotten why she was at the restaurant with this wonderful gentleman.

      Micah set the bread on the table, then picked it up and moved it onto the empty chair to his right. “If I set it there, I know I’ll forget it.” He set the bread back on the far side of the table.

      Berit reached across and snatched it, placing it in her basket then set all of her shopping on the chair beside her. “There. I won’t forget it.”

      “Thank you,” Micah said as his gaze swept the restaurant. “I take it you’ve had this place checked out?”

      “Yes. It’s been in the same family for over fifty years.” She looked at the young female server taking an order a few tables down. Her thick, kinky black hair was pulled back into a frizzy ponytail exposing the features of her dark brown face and huge almond eyes. “That’s the owner’s granddaughter, Zala. She’s been working here since she was sixteen.”

      As though she knew they were talking about her, she looked up and gave them a small wave. She held up her index finger, indicating she would be there in a minute. She didn’t lie.

      “Ms. Barker, it’s so good to see you again.” Zala gave her two rows of bright, perfect teeth.

      “How’s med school going?” Berit asked. “I’ve heard Johns Hopkins is really tough.”

      “I have to study a lot.” Zala’s smile grew huge. “Next semester I get assigned my own corpse.” She then glanced guiltily at the nearby tables and lowered her voice. “Grandma doesn’t like me talking about what I do at school around the customers.”

      Before they continued their personal conversation, she made introductions. “Micah, I’d like you to meet Zala. Zala, this is Captain Reid.” She made the appropriate hand gestures.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Zala,” Micah said as he rose and shook her hand.

      To keep the subject away from dead bodies, Berit asked, “Is Beniam home yet? Mak was in town over the weekend, but he had a bunch of his buddies with him.”

      Zala leaned in as though she was going to share a secret. “Ben had to accompany our cousin, Dawit, on pilgrimage. Davie, that’s what we call him, was mouthing off to Aunt Afia, not showing up for his shifts at the store, so grandpa sent him to Ethiopia. He told Ben to give him the scared straight treatment, and if Davie didn’t shape up by the time Ben had to get back to school at Yale, he was to leave the little twit there.”

      The young woman crossed her arms over her chest and nodded once. “He’ll either learn how good he has it here in the United States or he’ll learn to eat live bugs. Aunt Nuru will see to it that he gets the complete Ethiopian experience.”

      “I think I’d like your grandfather.” Micah seemed to be holding in a laugh.

      “I can go get him for you, if you want me to,” Zala offered. “He’s in the kitchen, cooking tonight. He likes to do that every now and then. Truthfully, I think he just likes to get away from grandma.”

      “No, no, that’s okay.” Micah sat back down.

      Turning on her waitress face, Zala asked, “Would you like to start with some water? Ms. Barker, shall I bring you a glass of tej? Captain Reid, we also have American beer as well as Tella. It’s an Ethiopian beer. Grandpa likes it but my dad thinks it tastes awful.”

      “I drink Tej because it’s sweet,” Berit explained. “It’s made from honey and to me, it tastes a lot like Mead or Japanese plum wine. It counteracts the heat from the spicy food.”

      “I’m not much for sweet drinks,” Micah said then looked up at Zala and ordered a popular American beer.

      “Have you decided what you want to eat?” At Zala’s question, Micah looked at Berit as though for guidance.

      “We ate whatever they put in front of us.” Micah shrugged. “I have no idea the names of any of the food.”

      “Do you trust me?” She raised one eyebrow.

      “To order supper? Yes.” His smile was devilish. “I have to confess, I like things a little hot and spicy.”

      Berit wasn’t sure she had those two qualities left in her sexual repertoire, but she could certainly order food that she thought he would like. Ignoring his flirtation, she rattled off her choices, enough for both of them.

      Zala seemed to agree with everything except they had run out of goat. Spiced lamb would work just as well. “I’ll put this order in and grab your drinks.” The young woman flashed them one last smile and zipped off to the kitchen.

      Before Berit could ask a question, Micah beat her to it. “So, when were you recruited to the company?”

      “My senior year at Georgetown.” She unrolled the napkin and placed the silverware in the proper positions, using the time to decide how much she really wanted to tell this man. Truth or lie? When their eyes met, she decided to tell the truth. “I’d been hitting the job fairs and sending out resumes for about six months and I was getting close to graduation. I had a lot of first interviews, only a few second interviews, and absolutely zero job offers. Even though I had one of the highest GPAs in the International Relations Department, in DC you had to know someone to get a job back then.”

      “What about your parents? Were they politically connected?” Micah’s entire focus was on her.

      She felt as though he was testing her for lies. Maybe he’d done his own investigation…on her. Berit knew exactly what he would find, and it wouldn’t be much.

      “No. My parents were killed in a car accident when I was a sophomore in high school, and I lived with my Great Aunt Nancy in Chevy Chase until I graduated. She was such a prickly old spinster that she didn’t even have friends. There were only about ten people at her funeral and that included the Baptist preacher and me.” Then she added, “She passed away about a year after I moved out.”

      Berit repositioned the knife and spoon even though they were perfectly parallel. She knew his silence was an interrogation tactic, and it was working on her, so she continued. It wasn’t a secret. “As I was leaving a job fair, I walked by the CIA recruiters and said what the hell. I needed a job. My student loans were going to need to be paid. Two hours later I left with a folder an inch-thick of paperwork that needed to be filled out, by hand.”

      She was thankful for the interruption when Zala arrived with their drinks then dashed off.

      With a self-deprecating grin, she admitted, “Nowadays everything is done almost instantaneously on the computer via the Internet.” She sipped her water. She wasn’t ready for the alcohol yet. “Anyway, they did a formal interview at school then invited me to Langley. I guess I fell for their see the world, help protect old glory, duty to your country sales lines.” A little giggle burst through. “That, and they offered me money.”

      Turning the tables, she asked Micah, “Did you fall for that same spiel?”

      “No. I knew from an early age that I wanted to join the Navy. I’ve always loved the water.” He went on to explain what she already knew, but she listened attentively anyway. “I grew up on Lake Erie swimming, SCUBA diving, sailing, if it deals with water, I’ve been doing it all my life.”

      After a sip of beer, he went on to say, “Most weekends dad and I spent on the boat fishing for walleye or lake perch. When it was warm enough, we’d take turns waterskiing. During the snowy winters, you’d find me and dad racing down black diamond trails. We had a sailboat.” His grin was at a memory, not her. “There’s a picture of me and dad on a sailboat about a thousand feet offshore. I was little. Under three years old. We had several sailboats over the years, each one getting bigger.”

      “Where did you end up going to school?” Berit knew but had to act dumb.

      “The Naval Academy.” He took a long pull on his beer. “I haven’t been back in years. I suppose now that I’m stationed so close, I should go see the place. Maybe even go to a football game, but that wasn’t my sport. I was on the sailing team and the swim team. We often had a regatta during home games, so I rarely got to see the football team in action.”

      “Do you still like to sail?” She actually wanted to know. “I’ve never been, and it looks exciting.”

      His smile grew wide. “I’ll take you…when the weather warms up. I hate to admit this, but I’ve become a fair-weather sailor. Coldwater swims are for qualification only these days.”

      She laughed. “Are you such a terrible sailor that we’re going to tip over?”

      “Hell, no.” His smile was dazzling. “I love to go as fast as the wind can take us, bouncing over the waves. Sailing isn’t for the faint of heart, not the way I do it.”

      “I’ll go sailing with you if you promise to take it easy.” She meant it, too. Then she added, “A warm sunny day would be perfect.”

      “It’s a date, but we’re going to have to wait until about April.” Micah downed about half his water. “There won’t be a jealous husband or boyfriend following us across the Chesapeake Bay, will there?”

      “You didn’t hesitate to throw that out there, did you?” Berit was impressed while part of her wondered if he’d been chased before. She held up her ringless left hand. “Not married. Never have been.” She giggled. “And it’s been decades since I had to worry about a boy friend.” She emphasized the word boy.

      “Should I have asked about a man friend in that case?” He queried.

      Berit leaned back in the chair and weighed her options. She could lie to him, but she really didn’t want to. “There hasn’t been one of those, either, for quite a while.” How long had it been? A year? No. Over two years since she had dumped Thaddeus Grover Hastings a.k.a. Thad. The senatorial aid had almost convinced her that he loved her, but his fascination with her job had finally become too much. Besides, Mak didn’t like him, especially after Thad had grilled him for nearly an hour wanting details about his missions.

      Director Hennel had the man investigated and discovered his computer was filled with notes on dozens of people in the spy world. He was supposedly writing a thriller or mystery novel. After Director Hennel had a conversation with the senator, Thad was sent back to North Dakota.

      Rephrasing, Berit volleyed the question back. “Is there a special lady waiting for you back in Virginia Beach?”

      “No.” His answer was quick and definitive. “I’ve never been married, either. My job isn’t exactly conducive to long-term relationships.”

      Berit laughed emphatically. “Same here. Especially the first fifteen years. No man was eager to play father to a newborn in Northern Africa while I made the money in the family. At least no man that I would ever want. I refuse to be someone’s sugar mama.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she wondered why the hell she’d said that. No one knew about her failed attempts to find a father for Mak.

      “I take it you raised Mak on your own?” Of course, Micah would come right out and ask the question.

      “Completely.” She said the word with pride. What the hell, it was a long time ago so why not tell him. “John was a grad student my senior year of college. We were in love, living together in a tiny apartment just off-campus. We had everything planned. I was going to get a great job with the government or working for one of the Beltway bandits while he finished grad school. He was studying international finance and was sure he’d start working the day after graduation for one of the international banks. We’d get married, travel the world, take tropical vacations, and maybe someday have children.” She gave him a self-deprecating smile. “We were idealistic idiots, but love does that to you.”

      “Please, don’t tell me John dumped you once he found out you were pregnant?” Anger and disgust were evident in his voice.

      “No. John was thrilled when I told him I was pregnant. He said things might be a little tight at first, but the rest of our dreams could still work out. Our baby would just be one of the best-traveled children on the planet.” That part had worked out for her and Mak.

      Berit took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “What he wasn’t happy about, was that my only job offer was with the CIA. It didn’t matter, though. He was killed about a month later walking home from the library late one night. It was in the days before traffic cams and of course, nobody saw anything. Armed robbery. He was knifed several times. His wallet and student ID were stolen.” She shook her head. “They couldn’t have gotten any more than fifteen dollars.”

      Berit wasn’t sure if she and John would’ve worked out as husband and wife, but as she was moving out of the apartment after graduation, she’d found a small, yet beautiful, diamond ring. She’d loved John and had often told Mak about his father. She’d saved the ring. Maybe someday their son would want to use it.

      “I’m so sorry that happened to you.” Micah’s statement brought her out of her thoughts.

      She waved her hand. “That was a long time ago.”

      Zala plunked a huge round metal platter in the middle of the table then placed glass plates in front of each of them. “Ready for another round of drinks?”

      Micah smiled up at her. “I think we’re good. Thank you.”

      Berit tore a small piece of the spongy pancake-like bread off the bottom and spooned several items onto it folding it taco style. “It’s so much easier if you eat with your fingers.”

      Micah laughed. “When I was in the country we ate with our fingers because we didn’t want to get the utensils dirty. In the desert, where we were, water was too precious to waste on dirty dishes.” He followed her lead. “So, this is really the way we’re supposed to eat this?”

      “Absolutely.” Berit then explained what was in each pile on the platter. She was enjoying Micah’s company much more than she had expected. It felt like a real date.

      She and Micah had clicked and that was so very, very rare for Berit. She genuinely liked this man. There was so much more she wanted to know about him, not as part of the mission, but as a man. He had piqued her interest. On a personal level, she enjoyed his company. Spying on him, and his friends, didn’t feel right.
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      As they finished their meal, Micah didn’t want the evening to end. It had been the first time in a long time, maybe ever, that he had enjoyed the company of a woman over a private meal with zero expectations for sex later. The exception, of course, was Elizabeth and Teagan, but they were friends. Tonight had been so different. Berit didn’t fall into either of those two categories. Nor was this what he would call a date.

      When Berit rose from her seat, he automatically stood. Etiquette classes at the Naval Academy had taught him to be a gentleman. He grabbed her coat and held it out for her to slide into.

      “I feel like I did most of the talking during supper.” She grabbed the shopping basket and handed him his bread. When he looked around for Zala, Berit must’ve realized he was expecting her to bring the bill. “We pay at the counter when we check out. Tonight is my treat, though. I asked you to join me.”

      The idea of a woman paying for his meal rankled. When he reached for his wallet in his back pocket, his coat inched up.

      A feminine gasp came from the table behind him where two obvious friends had chatted in low tones since arriving eighteen minutes ago.

      Fuck. She must’ve seen my gun. He turned his head and glared. That practiced facial expression had made trained SEALs cower. One woman quickly turned her head and concentrated on her food. With the opposite reaction, the woman across the table from her gave him a slow, hungry grin.

      He understood their surprise. Armed civilians were very few and far between. Except for the lack of a prevalent badge, he could be a police detective, or a member of any number of federal agencies which mandated their agents carry weapons.

      It had been several years since Micah had worked at the Pentagon and DC and carry laws had changed. He didn’t give a shit what laws were on the books, he was going to carry a weapon everywhere, all the time. The stripes he wore on his shoulder boards, the eagles on his collar, and the Trident on his chest made him a target. He refused to go undefended.

      When his gaze returned to Berit, she was still frowning at the women. He wondered if she was armed, and if so, where she kept her weapon. Even though she’d taken off her winter coat, her suit jacket remained on. He bet she wore a back holster, like his. He glanced at her ankles trying to see if she had another there. He did.

      As they walked through the grocery store toward the front counter, Berit looked agitated.

      “Is something wrong?” Micah thought everything had gone well.

      “Sometimes I just don’t understand women,” she announced.

      Micah laughed. “You and ninety percent of the male population. What brought on that statement?”

      She stopped in the middle of an empty aisle and studied his face. “Did you not notice the look that woman gave you?”

      “The one who almost screamed when she saw my gun?” Of course he’d seen her. He could tell you every person in that room and their one to ten threat level. No doubt he was jaded by his missions, especially those to the Horn of Africa, but there had been several level nines that he kept his eye on in between bites.

      “No, not that twit, the blonde with a bad dye job.” Berit was funny in the same blunt way as Teagan and Elizabeth. Their actions and comments were closer to what his male friends would say than any woman in that same situation. He liked it.

      “I saw her.” Micah waited to hear Berit’s next comment.

      “She stripped you naked with her eyes. Women don’t accept that treatment from men, so why do men accept it from women?” She sounded offended by the whole incident yet curious.

      He didn’t want to scoff at her question, but he found it interesting that she was insulted for him. She deserved a serious answer. “I’ve found that women react one of two ways when they discover I’m carrying a gun. The first type is scared to death. I have no idea if they think I’m going to use it on them, or if they believe I’m going to shoot someone, and they’ll witness blood and guts and gore. The second kind is fascinated, some to the point of even stimulated.” He’d dated one woman who admitted that seeing him wearing his weapon made her wet and more than just a little bit wild. She wasn’t kidding. Although she was an awesome lay, she was an idiot. He was sure that her IQ didn’t reach triple digits. When he caught her touching his holstered weapon, he ended the relationship fearing she might just be crazy enough to use it on him.

      “And for that appreciative look she gave me, I can tell you what most men think, especially men of a certain age. They’re all thinking to themselves; yeah, I’ve still got it.” He pumped his fist into the air.

      Her eyes raked over his body from his gray-tipped temples to his dress boots and then back up. Her grin matched that of the woman under discussion. “Oh, yeah, you’ve still got it.”

      “Good to know.” He was happy that at least she thought so.

      Her expression changed to one filled with questions. “Do men think it’s exciting when a woman carries a gun?” Berit’s question made him pause and think.

      “I can’t speak for all men, but it doesn’t bother me one way or the other. I understand that some may be intimidated by women who always have a gun within reach.” He chuckled. “I think they’re afraid she’s going to use it on them. We men can be assholes and not even realize it. Flipside, there are men out there who don’t believe women could pull the trigger, so they have no business carrying the gun.”

      “I assure you I can pull the trigger when necessary…and have.” She stepped closer to him and he suddenly smelled her spicy shampoo. Just above a whisper, she added, “I doubt my body count is anywhere near yours, but mine is in the double digits. I hope that doesn’t frighten you off. I enjoyed our meal together.”

      Micah wasn’t sure how he felt about dating a woman who had a body count that high and carried a gun. Then he thought about Elizabeth and Teagan. Both of them had killed while in uniform. He’d trusted his life to them, and would again should the circumstances arise.

      He reached out and ran his hand from her shoulder to her elbow, keeping her close. “I’ve thoroughly enjoyed tonight and hope we can do it again soon. And, by the way, your gun doesn’t scare me. It just gives us one more thing in common, and I find I like that. Your gun is nothing more than a tool to you, just like me. Certainly not here, but maybe someday we’ll talk tools of the trade.”

      “Excuse me.” Both of them turned their heads to look at the slight woman in an ornately embroidered abaya and colorful hijab pushing a grocery cart.

      Micah pulled Berit to the side giving the shopper plenty of room. “I’m so sorry, we didn’t realize we were blocking the entire aisle.”

      “Let’s go check out,” Berit suggested.

      As they stood at the counter which served both the restaurant and the grocery store, Micah didn’t feel right discussing anything with Berit. When they left the restaurant, several men that he had rated a nine, stood and left as well. Although he didn’t see them, he felt eyes on him. Berit must’ve felt it also because she too remained quiet.

      They stepped up together when it was their turn. “Zala waited on—”

      “I have your order right here.” The older woman picked up a small piece of paper from beside the touchscreen register, then squinted at it as though she couldn’t read the writing. Her gray flowing dress touched the floor and her black hijab covered every strand of hair, her ears, and neck, leaving only her wrinkled oval face exposed.

      Berit set her basket on the counter then grabbed his bread. “I’ve got this. Matthew and Elizabeth were so kind when I had to interrupt the other night, a loaf of bread is the least I can do.”

      “You’ve already done enough,” Micah protested. “You brought that absolutely delicious cake.”

      When the woman behind the counter announced the total, Micah handed her his credit card at the same time Berit extended hers. The woman didn’t hesitate. She grabbed his card, swiped it through the reader and handed it back to him before Berit could utter a word.

      Bitter cold nipped at their faces when they stepped outside. “Where are you parked?” Micah asked as he looked up and down the empty sidewalk. He’d snagged a great parking spot across the street where he could keep an eye on his only material indulgence. He loved his Shelby Mustang. The six-speed manual transmission was a pain in the ass in city driving but there was nothing like loosening the reins on the five hundred and twenty-six horsepower V8 engine on an Interstate.

      “Over there behind the black sports car that’s pulled up so close I’ll have to inch my way back and forth a dozen times just to get out of the parking space.” Berit shook her head. “I’ll bet some ambassador’s teenage son owns it.” Under her breath she added, “Little pin dick.”

      Micah didn’t think he parked that close, but then he noticed the car in front of hers was practically touching her bumper. No problem. He had plenty of room behind his.

      With his hand on her back, he glanced up and down the street. No cars. “Come on.” They scooted across before the next line of traffic passed through the light at the end of the block. She clicked her doors unlocked as she stepped onto the sidewalk, frowning as she glanced at the car in front of hers.

      “I knew I should’ve taken a taxi.” She let out a heavy sigh glancing at his baby.

      “I’ll help you get out of here easily.” It wasn’t an offer, it was a statement. Micah didn’t want her to go, but they couldn’t stand out in the frigid air.

      He had to make their next date, now. “I’ve narrowed my condo choices down to three. Would you be willing to give me your perspective on them?” Micah had a pretty good idea which one he would choose but he wanted to see her again. To cinch the date, he added, “I’d normally ask Elizabeth, but her doctor put her on bed rest and Teagan has already gone back to North Carolina with her family.”

      “I’m so sorry that Elizabeth will be laid up. Chasing two children by himself is going to make Matthew extremely busy.” Her tone was heartfelt, and concern emanated from her eyes. He had temporarily forgotten that all three worked for the CIA.

      “I’ve been helping out with Austin, picking him up after basketball practice, but I have to head back to Virginia Beach at the end of the week.” Micah noticed how she hadn’t answered his question. “Could you take a long lunch tomorrow and look at the one I like the most?”

      “Sure. I can do that. Do you want me to just meet you and the realtor there?”

      He thought about the offer from her perspective, a single woman meeting a man at an empty apartment. She had no reason to trust him and after tonight, they weren’t exactly strangers. He hadn’t given her any reason to mistrust him. Maybe getting away from work wasn’t easy for her.

      Berit rewrapped her scarf around her head and neck. She was cold. He needed to let her go.

      “Let me make sure Sandi, she’s the realtor, can meet us around noon and then I’ll text you the address.”

      “That sounds great.” She glanced at her bumpers one more time.

      Micah stepped closer and beeped open the locks on his car. He hit the other button on the key fob which started all eight cylinders rumbling. He gave her his best panty-dropping grin. “The only ambassadorship my father ever had was to welcome other businessmen as part of his duties on the board at the Chamber of Commerce.”

      He stepped in a little closer. “And I can guarantee you, there is nothing pin-sized on my entire body.” He brushed his lips over her cheek and stepped back. “Get in the car, Berit. I’ll pull out first and you can have plenty of room to get out. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Within thirty seconds, he sat idling in the street until she had successfully maneuvered her Honda Civic away from the curb. She waved at the next light when they turned in opposite directions.

      On the drive home, Micah thought about Berit. She was a far cry from the women he had dated over the past ten years. None of those women would dare let their natural silver strands invade their perfectly coiffed hair.

      He chuckled out loud. He knew a few divorced men who colored their hair darker in order to look younger. Another friend cut his hair so short no one could tell what color it was, but he was a Marine and the nearly shaved look worked on him.

      Until that night, he hadn’t thought about his own hair. He glanced at himself in the rearview mirror. His sideburns were nearly white, and gray speckled everything that he could see. He looked like what he was, a man in his mid-forties. He liked that there didn’t seem to be anything fake about her, all the way down to the roots of the hair on her head. Another thing they had in common.

      She was real. Unpretentious. And unlike any other woman he’d ever known in his entire life. None of them would be offended on his behalf. Not a one carried a gun. And, although they hadn’t talked about it, Berit knew and understood his world.

      Damn. He’d had a good time and didn’t feel bad that the night ended without sex.

      

      When Micah walked into his friends’ home, he found Matthew slumped on the couch with a glass of scotch. “You okay?”

      “Just enjoying the peace and quiet.” He took a sip. “I’m too tired to be a good host. Pour yourself a glass and have a seat.”

      “Is everyone asleep?” Micah asked in a quiet voice.

      “Yes, thank Christ.” Matthew laid his head back. “I can’t thank you enough for picking up Austin today. I don’t know how I would have gotten him home from basketball practice if it weren’t for you.”

      “You’ve been a little distracted since the doctor ordered Elizabeth on bed rest yesterday.” Micah poured his favorite scotch into a crystal glass. Wanting to cheer up his new friend, he asked, “Did you get to see Wyatt yesterday?”

      Matthew’s grin nearly reached his ears. “Yeah. It was the most amazing thing. He was in there rolling around having a big old time.” His face fell. “I wish…” He shook his head. “I’m so scared…for both of them.”

      “Elizabeth will be just fine. And you told me yesterday that everything was going well with Wyatt.” Micah hesitated before telling Matthew about her first pregnancy. “This isn’t the first time Elizabeth has been put on bed rest. She insisted on taking the PT test while four months pregnant with Austin. She collapsed at the end of the run and curled into a ball.”

      Matthew shot up straight. “What the fuck?”

      “I scooped her up, Logan drove, and Teagan did her medical thing on the way to the hospital.” Micah smiled. “We didn’t even know she was pregnant. Hell. None of us knew that she and Mason had gotten married. That was the first time I’d ever seen an ultrasound.” He looked at Matthew straight in the eye. “Have you ever been through birth before?”

      “No. I missed that pleasure.” Matthew looked as though he bit back any more words.

      “Elizabeth is a trooper. She was awesome when Austin was born.” Micah would never forget that day. It had been planned for nearly two months. He picked her up in the morning and took her to the base hospital. Tori had an early flight so she joined them as soon as she could.

      “You were there?” Matthew’s tone was accusatory.

      “Yeah. Tori and I were there during her labor and birth. Logan wasn’t able to get to the hospital until several hours after Austin was born.” He didn’t hold back a small chuckle. “When the nurse asked me if I wanted to put on the first diaper, I was scared as hell. It was a first for me too. The little squirt pissed on me.” He shrugged. “That may have been the first time, but it wasn’t the last.”

      Micah started to laugh and couldn’t stop. “You just wait until you experience your first dirty diaper.”

      He laughed even harder. “Or when he gets the volcanic shits and explodes all over you, the changing table, the wall, and everything else within three feet.” Tears of laughter leaked from the corners of his eyes. “This is going to be so much fun watching you with the baby.”

      “Oh, fuck. I can’t even handle the two kids I’ve got.” Matthew rubbed his temples. “I don’t know how Lizzie did this all by herself; working a full-time job, playing taxi to two busy children, then coming home and fixing supper, doing homework, and keeping up with the dirty laundry. Fuck.” he pounded the arm of the chair. “I forgot to start a load of laundry.”

      “Why don’t you hire somebody to help out?” Micah suggested. He glanced toward the stairs. “You know if you start falling behind, Elizabeth is going to get up and try to do things herself when she should be flat on her back in bed.”

      “You’re right. And fortunately, I haven’t had to work late.” Matthew grimaced at his empty glass. “I don’t think Director Hennel is going to be any too happy if I tell him I have to leave to pick up my daughter from school and my men are in the middle of a firefight in Fuckitstan nowhere. I’ll talk to Lizzie about it tonight. Maybe she knows someone who has a college-aged student home for the holidays.”

      “That’s a good place to start.” Micah couldn’t figure out a good segue, so he just flat out asked, “How well do you know Berit Barker?”

      “Personally? Until she was here at the house over the weekend, I’d never had a conversation with her. Professionally? She must be pretty tolerant because she worked for my micromanaging boss for several years.” Matthew shrugged. “Maybe Hennel feels I need guidance, at least until he has confidence that I can handle the job.”

      “Maybe he should have kept a closer eye on Gabriel,” Micah suggested.

      Their gazes met as though they had the same thought.

      “Or maybe Hennel is in on it.” Matthew brought his drink back over and sat on the edge of the couch.

      “Could your boss have ordered someone to follow Gabriel?” And kill him went unsaid.

      “Did he have the power to order someone to watch Gabe twenty-four seven? Absolutely. Noah Hennel oversees all black ops.” Matthew held his glass halfway to his lips, deep in thought.

      “Is there a chance he’s testing you to see if you would turn?” Micah threw the question out there.

      “Or, he’s trying to see if Gabriel had already turned me.” Matthew sipped then lowered his glass to the coffee table. “Damn. Gabe and I were best friends for nearly a decade, or so I thought. We worked together and played together. If they knew he was dirty, they probably figured some of that rubbed off on me. Or that Gabe kept me close so he could personally keep an eye on me. I guess you really never know what some people are capable of doing.”

      “Is there a way you can prove to Director Hennel that you aren’t into the same things Gabe was?” Even though Micah was in the military, he had been in a leadership position his entire career. Yes, he was required to follow orders, but he also understood management.

      Matthew chuckled. “I can push harder to get Naseem al-Jamil on the Top Ten Terrorist list. That would make my wife happy, too. For some unbeknownst reason, Gabe never thought the man was a threat. Lizzie, on the other hand, believes that he’s the next Osama bin Laden and swears the man is planning something big right here in the United States.” He glanced at Micah. “That’s beyond classified, by the way.”

      “What is?” Micah reassured him. “I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about.” He reconsidered the earlier question about Hennel having Gabriel followed. “Did anyone ever figure out who took the sniper shot from the tree line at your old house?”

      Matthew gave him a half-smile. “No, but that might be a good question for me to ask my new boss. I’ll just inquire about the investigation tomorrow at work. His reactions and answers are going to tell me a lot.” He downed the last of his scotch and stood. “Are you leaving tomorrow? Not that I’m trying to push you out of my house.”

      “Need me to pick up Austin after basketball practice?” Micah finished his drink and stood as well.

      “That would be great if you could, but I don’t want to interfere with any of your plans.” As though an afterthought, he added, “By the way, how was your date?”

      The conversation had come full-circle and was now back on Berit. “I’ll pick up Austin. That’s one less thing you have to worry about. I was planning to get up early on Thursday and help you get the kids off to school before I leave, if that works for you. And I’m not sure it was a date or just a friendly introduction to local cuisine. The food was awesome. So was the company, but in many ways, it was like grabbing a bite to eat with Elizabeth or Teagan. Friendly.”

      Matthew took the glass from his hand and walked toward the kitchen. “Are you going to see her again?”

      Micah didn’t bother holding back the grin. “Yeah. Tomorrow. I asked her to come over and take a look at the condo I’m thinking about buying.” He heard Matthew rinse out the glasses and put them in the dishwasher.

      When his friend reappeared and headed towards the closest windows, he announced, “It was a date.”

      Together, they double-checked all the locks and Matthew set the nighttime alarm.

      “I’ll see what I can find out about Berit Barker,” Matt promised in a whisper before he opened the bedroom door to check on Anora.

      Micah headed to the guest bedroom at the end of the hall. “Yep. It had been a date.”
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      Wednesday morning Berit was once again thankful for her position within the CIA. She bypassed the long lines and swiped her card as she entered through the far left, avoiding the slowly moving main checkpoint. “Good morning, Luke,” she greeted the guard and looked directly into the facial recognition camera.

      “Good morning, Ms. Barker.” The serious uniformed man replied.

      The short line flowed to a separate bank of elevators where Noah Hennel stepped beside her. They didn’t wait long. The car filled quickly but before Berit stepped in, Director Hennel grabbed her elbow and gave it a slight squeeze.

      “We’ll take the next one.” He glanced down the short line then stepped to the controls and swiped his card. “We’re late for a meeting. I’m taking this one express to my floor.” They both ignored the disgruntled sighs. The doors swished open and the two of them stepped in.

      He pulled out his cell phone and punched in a few numbers. “I really am headed to a meeting so let’s make this quick.”

      Everyone knew the elevators had both audio and visual equipment. Berit glanced up to the corner where the camera was visible.

      Director Hennel held up his cell phone. “Don’t worry about that. Talk quick though.”

      “I had a date last night with Captain Reid. I’m meeting him again around lunchtime to look at the condo that he is considering purchasing.” She allowed her exasperation to show. “Sir, I’m really not sure what you expect me to find. What kind of information am I looking for?” She liked these people. She liked Micah.

      “Gabriel Davis wasn’t working alone. He had allies in this building. We have to identify and eliminate anyone who is a potential threat, even if they work for our government and are sworn to uphold the Constitution.” Hennel looked at his phone. “We have thirty seconds before the jamming stops.”

      “You think Matthew Saint Clare is a double agent?” She held his gaze. He had the highest threat potential and was known to be a good friend of Gabriel Davis.

      “I don’t trust anyone…except you.” He cocked his head to one side. “Be careful. Don’t trust anyone, even your boss. There’s something about Joseph Lambert that rubs my sixth sense the wrong way, but it could be that he’s just a pompous ass.”

      “You’re not wrong there.” She shook her head slowly. “I don’t think the man has any friends.”

      Deep chuckles came from her old friend. “But he has vices.”

      Her eyes popped wide. “What do you know that I don’t?”

      The older man shook his head and glanced toward his hand where he was counting backwards from five.

      “I’ll be sure to get right on that, Director Hennel,” Berit said as the car came to a stop and the doors snapped open.

      “I’ll expect a report by the end of the week.” Noah Hennel turned to the right toward his office. For a big man, he moved with a quiet grace that only comes from field experience.

      Turning left, she walked with purpose toward her own office, noticing that even in two-inch heels, she too made very little noise. She thought about her meeting in just a few hours with Micah Reid. Could he possibly be a terrorist? After everything she’d read in his file, with the one exception of the coed Syrian mission, the Navy captain had a stellar record. He personally, and the many teams he commanded over his career, had rid the world of hundreds of terrorists. Berit couldn’t imagine him siding with a subversive group.

      She would put Marine Colonel Logan Jackson in the same category as Micah. He, too, had been fighting terrorists his entire career. Switching sides was unconscionable.

      Nor could she imagine Teagan Jackson feeding information to a dissident cell. Threatening the children would be a mistake, as the new parents had already proven. Plus, she didn’t have access to any sensitive information except for the final testing of the new helicopters the Marine Corps had just added to its table of equipment.

      Elizabeth Saint Clare. She was a true unknown. Berit made a mental note to try to get to know the CIA agent better. First, she would do a deep search of her files.

      Same for her husband, Matthew. As the director of Special Activities Division, he had access to massive quantities of information. She understood why a terrorist organization would love to have a man in his position on their side. He controlled one hundred of the most lethal men in the world. One order from him, and someone died.

      Berit had her work cut out for her as she headed into her office.

      “Good morning, Carol.” She slowed as she passed her administrative assistant’s desk. “Any fires I need to put out already this morning?”

      “Yes. As a matter-of-fact, Director Lambert wants to see you. He requested you come straight to his office.”

      Fucking great. “Did he say what files I needed to bring?”

      “No, ma’am. And he specifically asked for you alone.” She held up her hands in the stop gesture. “Don’t shoot the messenger.”

      Berit wondered what special kind of hell he had planned for her. No matter what, she was going to take her lunch hour and meet Micah.

      As she entered the outer door to her boss’s office, she immediately noticed that his administrative assistant was gone. She wondered if he had sent her away on purpose or if it was just a coincidence. He’d said he wanted to see her right away, so she approached his door and knocked.

      When she heard him say come in, she opened the door and found him talking on a satellite phone, his back to her. He wasn’t speaking English. Many of the words sounded Arabic but it wasn’t a dialect she recognized nor understood. Not surprising, there were as many idiosyncrasies as there were pockets of once-nomadic tribes.

      He spun around. Shock, then anger, glared from his face. “Someone just walked into my office. I have to go.”

      Oh, shit. Maybe she shouldn’t have walked in. “I’m terribly sorry, sir. I knocked, and I swear you said come in.”

      His face returned to its standard scowl as he sat down behind his desk, slyly sliding the phone into his pocket. “Yes, Ms. Barker, I have a matter to discuss with you. Please have a seat.” He gestured to the two guest chairs.

      Sitting on the edge of the closest seat, she folded her hands in her lap and pasted on a smile, cringing inside. “What can I do for you, Director Lambert?”

      “I’ve been informed that you’re becoming friendly with Teagan Jackson and her small group of friends here in DC.” He sat back in his chair and steepled his fingers.

      How the hell did he know that? Was someone in that group spying for him?

      “You assigned me as liaison with Marsha Davis after her husband, Gabriel’s, death. When she was murdered, the children inherited everything and since Teagan—”

      “Yes, yes.” He cut her off. “I’m familiar with the circumstances.” He leaned forward placing his forearms on his desk. “Everything still worked out as I had hoped.”

      Berit felt her jaw drop.

      “I can tell by the expression on your face you had no idea that I had purposely selected you as liaison with Gabriel Davis’s wife.” His attempted smile looked more like a sneer. “I needed someone with your talents to infiltrate that group of friends. Your years in clandestine services should come in handy for this assignment. I want you to infiltrate this group and report back to me. And only me.”

      Déjà vu. Kind of.

      “Sir, exactly what am I looking for?” Hadn’t she asked this question just moments ago of Director Hennel?

      Lambert stared at her for a long moment. “The terrorist who shot Gabriel Davis has never been caught. There were several other…” he paused as though looking for the correct word, “irregularities about his death. I’ve been asked by someone higher up to quietly investigate these matters. Now, tell me about your relationship with Colonel Logan and Teagan Jackson, special agents Matthew and Elizabeth Saint Clare, and Captain Micah Reid.”

      Damn. What was she to do now? When in doubt, answer the question as truthfully as possible.

      “I had dessert with all five of them last Saturday night at the Saint Clare’s home.” She wasn’t going to tell him that she had created bogus papers as an excuse to see Teagan in an attempt to do exactly what both her former and present bosses requested. Berit had a feeling each wanted to know something different.

      A genuine smile crossed Lambert’s face. “Excellent. So, you’re already establishing a personal rapport with them. Continue.” As though he already knew that she had supper the night before with Micah.

      “Last night I met Micah Reid for dinner.” Before he could think it was a date, she added, “We had discussed African food on Saturday night, and I offered to take him to my favorite Ethiopian restaurant. He’s been reassigned to the Pentagon effective the first of January.” She decided the timing was perfect. “I’m meeting Captain Reid today at noon to look at a condominium with him. He wanted a woman’s opinion and since Elizabeth Saint Clare has been put on bed rest, he asked me to accompany him.”

      “I saw that Special Agent Saint Clare had been put on light duty.” He scowled. “She’s still able to work from home. Our security team inspected their house and deemed it safe and secure. I understand that Senior Special Agent Matthew Saint Clare has installed quite the security system.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” she admitted. “I was invited to their home and met at the door.” He didn’t need to know those details either.

      “Sir, do you believe that someone in that group shot Gabriel Davis?” She had to find out how much he knew.

      “I’m sure one of them did.” He looked smug.

      Holy shit. He knew. But he might not have the right information. Or Lambert could have put the information together in the correct way and Hennel had it wrong.

      What the hell had she gotten into?

      He looked her up and down with a critical eye. “Why don’t you go down to Wardrobe and pick out something appropriate to wear?’

      Appropriate? She was dressed appropriately in approved office daywear. What the hell? “Micah is expecting me to come from the office and return here.” Idiot. She suddenly wondered if he had ever been involved in fieldwork. Could she read his file? Did she have that kind of access? Before going to work for Joseph Lambert, she’d read his standard public biography, but everyone knew that was more often a piece of fiction rather than factual.

      “You’re right. He wouldn’t expect you to appear sexy during the day.” His face brightened as though he suddenly got an idea. “You should set up a date with him. I’ll approve anything you need for this op. Be sure to see Maggie down in Wardrobe. She’ll find something appropriate for you to wear. When do you think you’ll be back in the Saint Clare home again? We can provide you with some of our newest listening devices. They are undetectable to almost every sweeping device.” He paused for a second. “Have tech check the log and see if Matthew Saint Clare has our latest bug sweeper. I’d really like to have them put under surveillance.”

      Berit suddenly felt uncomfortable with this operation. It was one thing to befriend a man, a woman, a group, in order to entice them into talking about a particular subject and passing that information upward. It was completely different, in her mind, planting audio and visual equipment in the home of someone who trusted you.

      Or was it?

      She was a spy. In this case, she’d been asked to spy on someone she genuinely liked. When she’d first started with the CIA, she’d been a handler and had asked hundreds of assets to do exactly what Joseph Lambert had instructed her to do. But somehow, that was different.

      And then there was Micah. He had pinged her feminine radar for the first time in years. Her cheek had tingled the entire drive home from where he had barely brushed his lips. Lying in bed last night, thinking of the sexy Navy captain, she had reached in her nightstand and used her vibrator for the first time in months. She fantasized about the way he would touch her, separate her wet folds and stroke her before he dove deep into her ready body.

      “Do you have any questions?” Her boss’s words immediately brought her out of her daydream like a cold sopping towel slapping her across the face. She was disgusted and appalled for allowing herself to drift away like that.

      Hell, yes, she had questions! “No, sir.” She had to get out of there. Something about the way her boss was looking at her had her creep meter redlining. She stood and strode out the door. She didn’t slow down until she was in her office and the door was closed.

      Flopping down in her chair, elbows on her desk, Berit put her face in her hands. She didn’t want to do this.

      But, damn it, it was her job. She had to figure out if any of them were traitors. She started her most secure computer and pulled up the file of Elizabeth Kamp Sinclair Vatucci Saint Clare.

      Around eleven o’clock, Berit looked down at her clothing with a critical eye. Was she too old for the game? In her younger days, would she have worn a tight sweater under her jacket knowing that at least fifty percent of men were attracted to her breasts? Would she have selected a different pair of pants that morning? Perhaps slacks that would cling to her still firm ass for the other half of the male population who preferred to gaze at hips and a rounded backside.

      Fuck it. She was what she was. For a woman her age, she looked damn good, especially since she’d never had surgery to make her look younger, and never would. She was not a vain woman. She was never anything beautiful to look at, but that’s what made her such a great undercover agent. She wasn’t memorable, yet, she was able to change her outward appearance with deft makeup, a change of hair color or length, and a push-up or compression bra. The CIA had taught her well.

      Exiting the building, she watched her reflection in the large glass doors. Micah Reid was going to see this woman. Her loose-fitting blouse downplayed her large breasts that seemed to sway with every step. Her slacks fit loosely because they were comfortable, a necessity considering her long days. Her ankle boots had been selected for their more aggressive tread since the local weathermen were calling for sleet followed by snow. She’d lived in DC long enough to realize that December was often cold and sloppy.

      Berit was prepared for the weather, but not for her reaction when she saw Micah.
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      Purely by chance, Berit turned into the community and pulled up right behind Micah who was talking to the gate guard. Excitement swelled within her. She hadn’t felt this way in years.

      When he stuck his head out the window and smiled, her whole body warmed in anticipation of just being near him. She automatically smiled and gave him a small wave. He pulled away slowly and the guard gestured her through.

      They wove around several townhouse groupings before Micah pulled into a driveway in front of a double car garage. She parked right next to him.

      “Which building are you looking at?” She asked as she stepped out of the car.

      “This unit, right here.” He pointed to the red door in the light brown brick building.

      “It looks like a beautiful neighborhood. The landscaping is gorgeous.” She glanced around and could see where she would have planted flowers; bulbs to bloom at various times of the year. The prickly dark green leaves on the holly were a perfect burglary deterrent under the ground floor windows and made for a gorgeous backdrop for colorful flowers.

      As soon as they stepped onto the sidewalk, a short blonde in three-inch stilettos stepped out from the front door. Her huge smile rimmed in bright red lipstick seemed to take up half of her face. “Right on time, Micah,” she beamed.

      With his large hand on the small of her back, he guided Berit forward. “Sandi, I’d li—”

      “Hurry, let’s get inside, out of this cold air.” The agent shook her oversized breasts and gathered her puffy jacket over them before she twirled around with a swoosh of her butt and stepped into the townhouse.

      Berit had wondered how Micah was going to introduce her, but now, she was curious if he’d even get a chance. The little sprite in the spandex miniskirt had completely ignored her so far. Usually, real estate agents tried to get close to the woman since females more often decided on the home rather than the man. But her relationship with Micah was very different. They were more like friends.

      As soon as the door shut behind them, Sandi started talking. “When you park in your new garage, you won’t even have to step out into the cold.” She laid her palm on his chest and started unbuttoning his overcoat. “It’s warm and cozy in here.”

      Micah grabbed her wrists and removed her hands from his body, then took a step back, unfastening the last buttons from the waist down.

      It was then Berit realized just how short the woman was. Even in the tall heels, she barely came to his heart. Micah was tall, about six foot one. Comparing herself to the jabbering munchkin, Berit’s five foot seven inches put the top of her head at about his nose. She felt like a bulky giant with her suit jacket underneath her fleece-lined London fog coat. It was warm inside the condominium, so she unbuttoned her coat.

      Sandi sashayed into the ground floor room. “This is a perfect space for an office or home gym.” She rubbed her hand up and down his bicep. “I’ll bet you work out a lot. You’re in such fantastic shape.” When she gazed up at Micah, Berit noticed the distinct fan lines at the edges of her eyes. The real estate agent was older than Berit’s initial assessment. A quick glance at the other woman’s hands confirmed her reevaluation.

      This can also be set up as a bedroom because it has a full bathroom and a large closet,” she pointed out while continually in motion. “Let’s head upstairs.” Her gaze met Micah’s and held several beats too long. “I’m sure you want to see the bedrooms.”

      “Sandi, may I intro—” Micah tried once again but blonde hair disappeared around the corner and the click of heels could be heard on the steps.

      He pulled Berit close. “Save me. Pretend to be my girlfriend. I want her to get the idea that we’re moving into this place together.” He lifted her chin until their eyes met. “This woman scares the hell out of me. She’s the kind of obsessive crazy that makes me afraid I’m going to come home one night and find her naked in my bed, her clothes moved into my closet, and buckets of makeup all over the bathroom counter. Can you please help me out?”

      “That sounds like the voice of experience.” She raised one eyebrow.

      He slid a glance toward the open doorway. “I have no idea why, but I seem to attract the crazy bitches. Do I give off some kind of vibe that says I’m into that type of woman?”

      Berit giggled. “No. Your body language screams alpha protector and you’d be amazed at how many women are out there looking for that kind of a man. The more vulnerable they are, the more they want Captain America to swoop in and save them from the big bad world.”

      “I’m Captain Reid. That’s a U.S. Navy rank. I’m not about to run around in a pair of body-hugging tights and a cape.” He cocked his head to the side. “But I will say I have rescued my fair share of damsels in distress.” His eyes pleaded with her. “Berit, will you help me out? Please.”

      She couldn’t say no to him. At the tap, tap of heels on steps, she leaned into him and ran her hands over his short-cut hair liking the way it bristled on her palms. She pulled his head down until their lips met.

      This was just for show. Completely for Sandi’s benefit. Part of the act. At least that was the lie she told herself as she wrapped her arms around his neck and deepened the kiss.

      Micah was with her every second. When he pulled her body flush to his, she instantly felt his growing erection.

      Holy shit. She was doing that to him. He found her sexy to the point that he wanted her. Well, at least his body wanted hers.

      The gasp came from the open doorway.

      Berit broke the kiss and placed her lips next to his ear on the side away from the door. “That should give her the idea that we’re more than friends.”

      “Yeah. I think it worked.” He gave her a quick hug before he stepped back and took her hand. “Sandi, allow me to introduce Berit. I believe we’re now ready to see the rest of the house.”

      “How many places did you look at?” Berit almost added a term of endearment but sweetheart certainly didn’t fit Micah Reid. Neither did honey or darling.

      “Actually go into and see? Probably a dozen or more.” He never let go of her hand as they walked up the stairs. “I spent hours online, though.”

      As they reached the top step, Berit took in the entire space in a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree sweep. “Oh, Micah, this is lovely. I like the open concept.” She dropped his hand and moved into the corner kitchen. “These look like all new appliances. I really like the double ovens in the wall.” She turned and he was right behind her. “You know how much I love to bake.” She smiled as they shared the private joke.

      “And you know how much I love to eat your desserts.” He bent and gave her a peck on the lips.

      That was part of the façade…wasn’t it?

      Sandi rounded the island that separated the kitchen from the dining space and living room, moving in close to Micah. “When we were here, alone, together, yesterday,” she said slowly in a low, husky voice, “I pointed out that this unit was recently renovated. Did you forget about that, sweetie?”

      Micah winced.

      Sandi gave Berit a fake grin. “Micah and I have been spending a great deal of time together lately. Strange, that he never mentioned you.” She turned toward him, once again laying her hand on his chest. “You’ve been a very naughty boy.”

      He stepped back and her hand fell to her side. “Sandi, I have shown you nothing but respect as we looked at homes over the past several days, and I’m insulted that you would insinuate anything otherwise. If you’re trying to play some kind of game to make Berit jealous, I can assure you she’s not going to fall for it.”

      Micah put his arm around Berit’s shoulders and pulled her to him. “Are you?”

      His glance spoke volumes.

      “Absolutely not,” she replied then stared at Sandi. “I doubt your broker would approve of the way you’ve acted today. Perhaps you should leave.”

      “But…but I… I have to lock up the house,” she sputtered. She squared her shoulders. “I’m responsible if anything happens to the furniture or this condominium until it’s locked.”

      “Very well, then, perhaps you should wait for us in your car,” Micah suggested. “Since I’ve already seen this place once before, I’ll be able to show Berit around. When we leave, you can come back in and check for any damages.”

      Sandi stiffened her back. “Why don’t the two of you look around and discuss the home. I’ll wait for you right here.” She glanced away and stared off to the side. “Captain Reid, I apologize for my actions.” She sniffed. “I thought we were getting along really great. Like, personally. Like, maybe you were going to ask me out after I sold you a house.” She swiped a finger under her eyes.

      Berit felt sorry for the woman but she wasn’t about to show her pity. Some lessons in life are learned best cold. She took Micah’s hand and tilted her head toward the living room. “We’re going to take a look around while you pull yourself together.”

      The younger woman nodded. “I’m just going to…” Sniff. “Use the powder room.”

      When Sandi disappeared behind the closed door, Micah pulled Berit into a hug. “Thank you. I know that was awkward there at the end, but I really appreciate you being here.” He kissed her cheek. “If you hadn’t agreed to come with me, I probably would have canceled.” He stepped back and she instantly missed the warmth of his body and its pressure against hers. “I really liked this place when I saw it the first time, but I truly wanted a woman’s point of view. You ready to finish the tour?”

      “Let’s do it.” Berit moved into the dining area which was defined only by a tray ceiling with a chandelier hanging in the middle. “Everybody’s painting their house gray these days. I don’t know about you, but it reminds me of government buildings.”

      Micah laughed. “Everything in the Navy is battleship gray. If I buy this place, first thing I’m going to do is have the walls painted before I move in.

      Something was wrong with the space, but Berit couldn’t put her finger on it. She studied the dining room table. It hit her. Although there were four chairs at the table, they touched underneath. The table was undersized. It wasn’t even thirty-six inches wide, nor was it the standard forty-eight inches long.

      “How big are your plates?” She looked to Micah for an answer.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. They’re regular plates.”

      Berit’s gaze swept the living area. “Can you lay down and sleep on your couch?” He probably had no concept of its size either.

      “Yeah. It’s comfortable.” He looked at her with questions in his eyes.

      “This entire house has been staged. See this table? It’s several inches shorter than a standard dining room table. How many chairs do you have for your table?”

      “I never use my dining room. Sometimes I wonder why I have one.”

      “Answer the question,” she insisted.

      After a moment’s thought, he answered, “Four chairs on each side, and one on each end with arms.” Before she could ask the next question, he added, “And I have extra leaves to make it bigger. I only have the six chairs, though. I have some folding chairs we use.”

      “What else do you have in your dining room?” She had a china cabinet and a buffet as well as her table which could be expanded to seat twelve and was often full. When they moved stateside, she took her time and bought furniture room by room, finding her own style which was decidedly eclectic. She loved the thick colorful cushions that she brought back from the Middle East where most people sit on the floor. They sat stacked in the corner but had been pulled out and used constantly over the weekend by Mak and his friends. Where would she be without the handwoven rugs she bought so inexpensively in Turkey? Her home reflected her life and all the places she’d lived.

      “I have a buffet, but I’m not really sure why.” Micah seemed to give his question some thought. “Oh, and the bar is in the dining room.”

      “You’re going to have a hard time finding places to put all your furniture in this condo,” she noted.

      “See.” Micah moved in and threw his arm around her shoulders. “This is exactly why I needed a woman to take a look at this place. I never would’ve thought about this shit.” He dragged her around and kissed her forehead. “Thank you.”

      The powder room door opened as they were once again in each other’s arms. Hopefully catching them for a second time would dissipate any of Sandi’s hopes for a relationship with Micah.

      “Let’s go see the rest of this place and then get the hell out of here.” He grabbed her hand and they headed up the stairs.

      It took less than five minutes to see the entire place. The bedrooms had also been staged with a queen-size bed in the master. There was no way in hell Micah’s king-sized bed would ever fit into that room nor would he give it up for a queen.

      Three steps from the main floor, Sandi was waiting for them, once again smiling. “Well, Micah, are you ready to sign the purchase agreement?” She held up a contract.

      Grabbing Berit’s hand, he headed for the stairs toward the front door. “I don’t think this is the right place for me.” He slowed as they passed her. “And I’m positive you’re not the right real estate agent for me. I don’t give a shit what you tell your broker, but if anyone calls me from your office asking me why I didn’t buy from you, I won’t lie.”

      They stood next to their cars still holding hands. The winter sun warmed her face, or maybe it was the heat that radiated up her arm and through her body. Sandi was still inside, probably checking every room making sure they hadn’t broken anything.

      “I can’t thank you enough for being here today. I’d like to take you out to supper, but I can’t tonight because I’m helping Elizabeth and Matthew. I’m leaving tomorrow morning. I have to get back to work. I want to see you again, not just to thank you for pretending to be my girlfriend today, but to get to know you even better.”

      Closing the distance between them, he cupped her face in his hands then gently kissed her.

      This wasn't an act anymore. This was Micah kissing her. It was intense, like him.

      The punch that went through her almost brought her to her knees when he nipped her bottom lip.

      All too soon, he stepped back.

      “I’ll call you,” he promised and opened her car door.

      “You’d better.” She went up on her toes and gave him a quick kiss before she slid into her car.

      Why the hell had she kissed him?

      Because it felt good, and she deserved to feel good. As she pulled through the gate and onto the neighborhood street, she hoped that Micah would call her. Soon.
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      The man stood with his hands in his pockets staring out the large windows of his office toward the Potomac River that wandered past the CIA building. Water. The United States had an overabundance of the resource, yet most citizens squandered nearly twenty-five gallons a day. In the desert of his homeland, he would have been beaten for wasting even a single tablespoon.

      Abd al Rashid was going to miss long hot showers, swimming laps in his pool, and having access to all the water he wanted with a simple twist of a faucet. Perhaps when the revolution was completed, he could return to the United States. He grinned at the thought of moving into the White House.

      Somebody had to live there, and he was the logical head of the New Islamic States in America. He could fill every bedroom in the building with a wife. His house would overflow with the patter of little feet running everywhere.

      The satellite phone deep inside his pocket buzzed. He’d turned off the obnoxious ringer, expecting the call. Pressing a sequence of numbers, he jammed all audio and visual equipment in his office.

      “Is it good news, Uncle?” He had waited a lifetime to hear the anticipated words.

      The robust laugh from Nassar al-Jamil traveled halfway around the world. “My son, you sound anxious to begin the war.”

      “No, my caliphate, I am anxious to end all wars.” The goal of peace was taught in every religion around the world. His uncle, the true representative of Allah, would bring a thousand years of peace. “Tell me, how did the meeting go with the Supreme Leader of the Islamic Revolution?”

      “He is still furious with the United States of America for their sanctions against importing Iranian crude oil. Production has been cut to nearly half of what it was a year ago.” Al-Jamil chuckled. “He bellowed for nearly an hour about the U.S. political system. He’s disgusted by how the country elects a president every four years but doesn’t require the new man to continue the promises made by his predecessor.”

      The man in Washington D.C. didn’t bother to point out that the Iranian government didn’t even attempt to uphold their end of the bargain made four years ago. Iran was to cease all production of nuclear weapons and the U.S. would continue to purchase oil from that country. When caught red-handed making nukes, Iranian government officials simply shrugged. No previous U.S. president had ever carried through with their threats. The new man in the Oval Office surprised everyone in the world when he signed sanctions against any U.S. company importing oil from Iran, then enforced it.

      That had been the first sign from Allah that they had been waiting on for years. Their target had been identified…oil.

      Initially, they had planned to damage or destroy parts of the seventy-two thousand miles of crude oil lines that bisected the United States. He and his lieutenants had spent hundreds of hours developing operational plans before Allah showed them the best way.

      When Yemen attacked Saudi Arabia’s refineries, which produced crude oil for almost every country in the world, people everywhere took notice. It was months before they were able to rebuild and nearly a year before they were back to previous production levels.

      The NIS grand plan had been refocused. The largest oil refineries in the United States had become the targets.

      Their idea had always been simple; hurt the United States where it is most vulnerable. While working his way up in the CIA, he had established the training camps. Moving graduates into local neighborhoods all over the United States had been so easy. Americans were so welcoming of strangers in the suburbs. He currently had thousands of men, prepared for war, from coast to coast. Everything was set. He was just waiting for the official word.

      “So, did the Supreme Leader order us to proceed?” He had never pushed his uncle like this before, but timing was everything, and time was the one uncontrollable element.

      As though he hadn’t asked a question, his uncle continued, “He was also upset because billions of dollars in assets were frozen in U.S. banks. I assured him, though, that once we took over, that money would be rolled into the Islamic Revolution.”

      “Of course. We can make that happen.” Knowing his uncle, that money would never make its way back to the Supreme Leader. When he grinned, he could see his reflection in the window. He rubbed his hand over the rough stubble growing on his jaw. He needed to quit shaving immediately. Where he was going, men were most often judged by the length of their beard, and at the moment, his was nonexistent.

      “Is everything in place, my son?” Al-Jamil’s voice had turned serious.

      “Yes. We already have men embedded inside of the ten largest crude oil refineries.” He chuckled. “Several are on the security teams.” That had been such an easy feat thanks to the outstanding training they had endured in the Kansas and Washington state camps, with help from his computer guru establishing fake identities and backgrounds.

      “Have you checked the Strategic Petroleum Reserves lately?” At his uncle’s question, the man fisted his hands. He checked daily.

      “Yes, sir.” Before he could ask, he answered the next question that always followed. “As I explained in our teleconference two days ago, the United States currently consumes 20 barrels of oil per day. The SPR can only produce 4.4 million barrels per day and those are dedicated to the military. Within days, millions of Americans will be screaming for fuel oil to heat their homes, gasoline for their cars, and jet fuel for airplanes that will be unable to fly. As you desired, we will bring America to a halt.”

      And that had been his personal goal since Abd al Rashid had been put on an airplane and flown to the United States. He hadn’t asked to be adopted by Reverend Abraham and Ms. Mary. He refused to think of them as his parents and never referred to them as Mom and Dad. He hadn’t wanted to become a Christian, but had been forced into the baptismal tank by his American father, the pastor of a Southern Baptist church in rural Georgia.

      He had planned on joining the fight to bring the New Islamic State into reality, standing beside his family. His uncle, Nassar al-Jamil, would unite all those faithful to Mohammed under the one true caliphate. All infidels would be destroyed. The world could live in harmony knowing the love of Allah.

      From the moment he stepped on U.S. soil, he’d vowed revenge. The image of his mother and father soaked in their own blood, lying lifeless in the sand, had kept him focused throughout his life.

      A year after arriving in the U.S.A., Uncle Nassar found him and explained that everything was Allah’s will. Abd was destined for greatness since Allah had placed him up against their greatest obstacle.

      Glancing around his office, he realized how far he’d come in his life. He sent up a prayer of thanks before asking for strength to make it through the next few weeks. There was still so much to do and so very little time.

      The possibility of discovery never left his thoughts. He was still angry that Gabriel Davis had failed to kill Elizabeth Saint Clare, but his own men had failed as well and killed her husband instead in the car crash. Killing her now would be even more difficult.

      He didn’t have time to eliminate Elizabeth himself and do it right. He’d been rushed when he was forced to kill Marsha Davis’s since he hadn’t researched his victim, he made mistakes. Having Berit Barker inside that group’s circle of trust would help. The woman had killed before and knew how to follow orders. She wouldn’t make a miscalculation. She was too damn good at her job.

      He could order Elizabeth Saint Clare’s execution after he was gone from Washington, DC.

      That would be just another part of his own personal exit strategy. Long before the first bombs exploded, he had to be out of the country, supposedly celebrating Christmas on a Caribbean cruise. He was booked on a flight to Puerto Rico, the departure port for his ship, leaving in a few weeks. As it stopped at several islands, he would collect cash from the many banks he’d used over the years. In Cartagena, Columbia, he would simply walk off the ship and never return.

      From South America, he had several options depending on the success of the grand plan. He could hop a flight to Rio de Janeiro, Brazil then onto Tehran, Iran. He could just as easily head in the opposite direction. He already had an alternative identity established in Rio de Janeiro. He’d have a little plastic surgery done and recuperate on one of the many small islands in the Caribbean Sea that he’d already picked out.

      “Abd, the Supreme Leader thought our idea of attacking on New Year’s Eve was perfect.” His uncle’s use of the word our pissed off the man. Attacking when most of the United States was drunk and foolish had been his idea alone. His uncle continued, echoing the words he had spoken during the videoconference. “We’ll freeze them out over the next several days. They’ll welcome in the new year under the new regime.”

      Continuing his comments from the previous day, the man added, “Perhaps Allah will bless us with an arctic storm from Washington state to Washington DC.”

      “Son of my heart, before we begin the revolution, I want you to gather all of my followers in the compounds. Set up those huge screens. You and I will speak to them like we did in the videoconferencing. I want to reassure all my followers in the United States that soon they will be in charge and revered. They need to know that this is Allah’s will. I want them to see our faces, know who you are and that you’re my direct representative.”

      Holy fuck. How the hell was he going to do that? Someone, somewhere, would certainly recognize him.

      “I’m not sure—”

      His uncle cut him off. “I would like this to happen December twenty-second, just before you begin your trek to join me here in the promised land.”

      Well, that made it slightly easier. Perhaps with significant facial hair, he would be much less recognizable. Or, by that time, it wouldn’t matter. He’d be gone.

      “One last thing, my son. Be sure the gold bars arrive with you.” The threatening tone in his uncle Nassar’s voice couldn’t be missed. “When the revolution begins, paper money will be worthless. Gold and oil will be the basis for bartering. Allah be with you, my son.”

      The line went dead.

      As the man turned away from the window and made his way back to his huge mahogany desk, he realized that he had not been given the go-ahead. But he knew what he had to do.

      He picked up the phone and punched in a few numbers. “Doctor. It’s time to reverse the memory cap on Matthew Saint Clare. You have until the nineteenth to release the information we need. A week should be more than sufficient.”

      “I understand. I, too, am leaving right after the executive holiday party on the twentieth. I’ll get him to tell us where he hid the gold. Allah be with you, my brother.” Sydney Petersen was not his brother. They were distant cousins.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Exhausted, Matthew Saint Clare leaned against the doorjamb of their large master bedroom and watched his beautiful wife. Lizzie squinted, looking at nothing as she concentrated on listening to the voice in her headphones. She typed feverishly then stopped, clicked her mouse, then squinted again. Obviously, she was working on a difficult translation.

      How the hell had he gotten so lucky to have found her twice? And this wonderful woman had agreed to marry him for the second time even though the CIA-induced amnesia kept so many memories buried. Those memories nearly got her killed.

      Instead, Matthew killed Gabriel Davis and didn’t regret it one bit. He’d been holding Lizzie at gunpoint at the time. What he hadn’t been able to figure out, though, was who had been hidden in his backyard and took the sniper shot that went straight through Gabe’s heart. Someone else was protecting his Elizabeth.

      Not knowing if she was still in danger, and from whom, or why, kept him awake nights. Matt was worried about the baby, and his wife, but after he’d installed a leading-edge security system, he felt better about her working from home. It was the safest place for her to be.

      “Hey, sweetheart, shouldn’t you be resting?” He stepped into her line of sight.

      She clicked her mouse and lifted her headphones. “You’ll be happy to know that I have taken three naps today.” She shoved the bed tray with her computer aside and held out her arms. “I’m so sorry that you have to do so much extra. I hate that I have been sequestered into this bed.”

      Matt crawled in beside her spreading his large hands over her rounded belly. Their son kicked him as he stretched within her.

      “I can’t tell if Wyatt is saying hello or if he wants me to get my damn hands off you.” Matt swept her thick brown hair to the side, revealing the nearly dark chocolate strands at the nape of her neck. He placed a tender kiss on her sensitive spot just under her ear.

      She shivered.

      Inwardly grinning, he kissed his way down her jaw.

      Elizabeth rolled to her side and cupped his face. “I hate that you missed this part with Austin.”

      “Me, too,” Matt said through clenched teeth. Tamping down the anger that ran deep, he leaned down and gave his wife the gentlest of kisses. “I’m here for you this time.” He hated that she’d gone through pregnancy and delivered their son, Austin, without him. Thankfully, though, she’d had Teagan, Logan, and Micah, by her side at the birth. His wonderful wife had raised their son alone and did an excellent job. Thanks to his quasi uncles Logan and Micah, Austin at least had a few strong male influences. His stepfather certainly couldn’t be counted among them.

      Although Elizabeth had re-wed, the only good thing to come out of her second marriage was Liza, her five-year-old daughter. To erase the lying, cheating Robert Vatucci from all their lives, Matthew had adopted both children. Even though Austin was biologically his son, he became a Saint Clare. Someday, when it was safe, they would tell him the truth.

      But until Matthew regained all his memory, especially those last few minutes during the Syrian mission, he and Lizzie had to live a lie.

      Eleven years ago, he was Mason Sinclair, secretly married to Elizabeth Kamp. Their joint task force coed team had been ordered to blow up a munitions dump in Syria. The incredible life they looked forward to living ended that night when the charges detonated early. For all intents and purposes, he had died in that explosion.

      After Lizzie, and their friends Logan, Teagan, and Micah had buried an empty casket because supposedly nothing was left of Mason Sinclair, his beautiful wife discovered she was carrying their child.

      Somehow, his body didn’t die. Like the mythical phoenix, he transformed into Matthew Saint Clare, thanks to the magic of the CIA. But the bastards had rewritten most of his memories including his childhood, his parents, and most unfortunately, Lizzie.

      Bits and pieces of his real past had started to rise to the surface of his memory just before he met Elizabeth. She had caused a major breakthrough. Sometimes they came in the form of terrible dreams. Lately, they would spring forth while awake, like a disturbing flashback. Finding his Lizzie, and rediscovering their love, had forced them to keep the dangerous secret that Matthew Saint Clare and Mason Sinclair were the same person.

      They didn’t know why his past had been rewritten, or who had ordered it. They were positive, though, that the man they had both considered their friend, Gabriel Davis, had tried to kill Elizabeth in order to keep Matthew’s secret identity. Fortunately, Matt’s had been the quicker bullet.

      “You look so tired. Why don’t you lay down with me and take a nap?” The concern in Lizzie’s eyes slew him. “I know you didn’t go back to sleep last night after your nightmare.”

      He pulled her in tighter and rested his cheek on top of her head. She was such a wonderful woman, mother, and wife. She had to be tired, too. She’d forced him to wake up, pulling him out of the terrible dream. He was wide-awake at three-thirty in the morning.

      He’d held her until her breathing had evened out and he was assured she’d fallen back asleep before he quietly left her. The visions in his head terrified him to the point where he was afraid to close his eyes, fearing he would fall back into the pain he’d relived in his sleep. Matt had gotten the children ready and off to school, a new chore for him. He’d kissed her goodbye before he left for work, making sure she had everything she needed within reach.

      Lizzie had been cutting back her work schedule for the past two months. She claimed to feel fine. In his eyes, she was the most beautiful pregnant woman he’d ever seen. Even though Wyatt would be her third child, at forty-two years old, Lizzie was considered high risk for pregnancy. On Monday, the doctor had seen something she didn’t like and had confined Lizzie to bed.

      ”Where are the kids?” she asked.

      “Austin is at basketball practice and Micah is going to pick him up and Liza is at tumbling class. Molly is going to bring the girls home.” Lizzie nuzzled into his chest and sighed heavily. She was tired. She’d probably worked far too many hours that day.

      “I thought Micah was headed back to Virginia Beach this morning.” She said without looking at him.

      “He was, but he hadn’t found a place to live yet. He switched real estate agents.” Matt wasn’t going to tell Lizzie that story. She’d enjoy it so much more from their friend. “He looked at several more places this afternoon, so he’s going to stay one more night.”

      “Are you sure he’s not just doing this because I’m bedridden?” She rolled her head to look at him.

      “God’s honest truth. He spent the entire afternoon looking at more condos.” He placed a kiss on her forehead. “He wanted to take another look at one of them tomorrow morning, then he’ll head down to Virginia Beach.”

      She stirred as though trying to get up. “I should go make—”

      He held her in place. “You should keep your pretty little ass right here in bed. They’re stopping at Austin’s favorite Italian restaurant and bringing home supper.” He gave her a quick kiss on the lips. “If you’re a good girl and take a nap, I’ll let you come and sit with everybody at the dining room table when we eat.” He pulled the covers up to her chin, gave her a gentle kiss, then crawled off the bed.

      He glanced back at her sleeping form.

      Fuck. He’d missed so much. He loved knowing that the child inside her was theirs. He’d never admit it to anyone at work, but her monthly checkups were his favorite days. With each ultrasound, he’d watched his son grow. He’d devoured several pregnancy books, asked Lizzie of million questions, and had her OB/GYN on speed dial. This was his first pregnancy, and would no doubt be his last. He couldn’t put her through this ever again.

      An hour later, Micah and Austin came through the door laughing. Matthew couldn’t be jealous. Instead, he was thankful to his old friend for stepping in for him, giving his son an excellent male role model of a good man. Austin’s stepfather had been a piece of shit.

      “Go shower. You stink.” Micah said as he play-shoved Austin.

      “Okay,” the boy said with a devilish smile, lifting the food bags. “I’ll just take these with me so y’all don’t start without me.”

      “No way, son.” Matthew pointed to the dining room as he stepped out of the kitchen. “In there.”

      “Dad, you’re home early.” Matthew didn’t want to ever get over that feeling of joy of being called Dad. His son’s face gleamed with happiness. After setting the bags on the table, Austin gave him a hug.

      “Yuck. Uncle Micah is right.” Matthew scrunched up his face. “Hit the shower…and be sure to use soap.”

      Micah made his way over to the wet bar and had a finger of scotch poured for each of them as Matthew turned around. “I think you need this as much as I do.” His friend shoved the glass at him. Micah hadn’t been kidding when Lizzie opened the wedding present from him. He announced that he would be using that gift every time he came to their house. On his first visit, he brought a bottle of twenty-five-year-old scotch. Half-empty after a dozen visits, he set the bottle back on the shelf.

      Matthew loved the way their friends made themselves at home. He hated playing host. From what he’d been told, Mason hated the role as well. It was a good thing Lizzie was so social.

      Matthew sipped, felt the smooth burn and crossed his tongue and down his throat, all the way to his stomach. He felt much better.

      “Not sleeping well?” Micah asked as he swirled his glass of aged scotch.

      The golden rays of the setting sun through the kitchen window caught the facets in the crystal glass and amber liquid. Bright gold slashed in Matthew's eyes.

      He winced and threw up his arm as though to deflect what his mind told him was coming…the board from his dream, memory, nightmare, whatever the hell they were. Since it was happening in broad daylight, flashback might better describe it as he relived segments just before the explosion.

      He was back in Syria. He’d been walking toward the wall where he was to plant charges, and the board flew up in his face. Looking down into the hole, his headlamp flashed on polished gold bars sitting in ammunition boxes on the dirt floor.

      Fuck. The voice kept talking but Mason couldn’t understand. Darkness was closing in on him. He was able to open his eyes a slit in see the silhouette of a man framed in a doorway. He closed his eyes again fighting to maintain consciousness.

      When he opened them, light outlined the closed door.

      He had to get there. No matter what it took, he had to make it there and through that door.

      Now.

      The bombs were going to blow the building to smithereens.

      He had to get out.

      He had to make it back to Lizzie.

      With the sleeve of his shirt, he wiped the blood off his face.

      His heart pounded as he squinted at the door frame.

      Opening his eyes wide enough to look for the handle, doorknob, some way to open the fucking door, he wiped his face off with a gritty hand.

      Sucking in a breath of desert air, he stumbled to his feet. He had to get as far away as possible.

      He knew what was coming. The force of the blast would shove him down to the ground and cover him in dirt and debris. He threw his hands out as though to catch himself, this time, rather than fall onto a rock that crushed half of his face.

      “Hey, Matt, you okay?” Micah’s voice was close but echoed as though they were in a tunnel.

      Matthew opened his eyes and looked at his hands expecting to see them drenched in blood.

      They were covered in scotch.

      Lizzie ran to him, practically shoving Micah out of the way, as she blotted his hands with a dishtowel.

      His Lizzie was there.

      The nightmare had changed.

      Or had it?

      Was this real? Or was he still stuck in the nightmare?

      He pulled her into his arms and kissed her as though he hadn’t seen her in years. Almost eleven if he were counting.

      “You’re okay,” she whispered reassuringly in his ear. “It was just a flashback.” She rubbed her hand up and down his spine. “It’s over now. We’re here in Washington DC.” She moved both hands cupping his face. “I’m right here in front of you. I’m your wife. I love you.”

      When she pressed her lips to his it was as though he was coming home. Lizzie was in his arms, in his life. As he held her to him, their son kicked. Wyatt was real.

      This was real.

      He looked down into those silvery blue eyes that he had loved for years. “I’m so glad you love me.” He brushed his lips across hers one last time before releasing her.

      She immediately began mopping the alcohol from his shirt. “Why don’t you go change? I’ll set supper on the table.”

      Matthew nodded, then his gaze met Micah’s.

      “Happens to all of us,” his friend reassured. “For me, the nightmares are the worst. I see a counselor back in Virginia Beach.” He let out a heavy sigh. “And finding a new shrink to my list. I fucking hate moving.”

      Matthew looked around his new home and saw the Honey Do List he and Lizzie had made when they moved in a few months ago. “I’m right there with you, brother.”

      At the term of endearment, Micah’s eyes flashed. Fuck. Mason used to call Micah brother. Well, another piece of confirmation that his memory was coming back.

      “I’ll be back in just a minute. I’d tell you to make yourself at home, but you already do. And by the way, thanks for that.”

      “Elizabeth, get your ass in that chair and get your feet up,” Micah ordered. “I’ve got this.” He headed into the dining room and began emptying the bags.

      Leaning against the bathroom counter, Matthew dropped his chin to his chest. Closing his eyes, he could see his bloodied hands as clearly as though he were looking at them ten years ago. Lifting his head, he looked at himself in the mirror. The man he saw looked nothing like Mason Sinclair. Because he wasn’t that man anymore. Nor could he be, until they found the murderer, who was most likely also a traitor.

      Part of him wanted to tell all their friends who he was, and hopefully, they could help him remember what happened back in Syria. But he couldn’t. If anyone found out his memory was returning, it would endanger Lizzie and all three of his children.

      Matthew stripped out of the wet shirt and dampened the washcloth. He washed the stickiness from his chest, then scrubbed his hands and arms. He wondered if it would’ve been easier to simply jump in the shower, but it was too late. He donned a long sleeve polo shirt and headed back to help with supper.

      When he entered the living room, Micah and Lizzie were deep in a conversation that immediately halted as soon as they saw him.

      “No more alcohol abuse.” Lizzie waggled her finger at him in an attempt to lighten the situation. “How dare you spill twenty-five-year-old scotch? I don’t care that you were having a flashback. That whiskey Micah brings costs more than gold.”

      A picture of gold bars sitting in the dirt under old boards raced through Matthew’s mind followed by Gabriel’s conversation as he held Elizabeth at gunpoint…moments before Matthew shot him. Gabe had mentioned gold.

      Matthew shot her a glance. It was impossible for him to say anything to her now, but their pillow talk would definitely involve memories…and gold bars.

      Micah handed him a refilled glass. “Try not to spill this one.”

      “Fucking flashbacks,” Matthew complained as he took a long swig. He then swept his glance around his home. His children were nowhere to be seen. Good. They hadn’t heard him swear. He’d been earnestly trying to clean up his language around the kids.

      After they’d eaten, Matt sent Lizzie back to bed and the kids to get their pajamas on. He slumped onto the couch, a bottle of water in his hand.

      “So, how is everything going over at Special Activities Division?” Micah asked.

      “Not great.” He shook his head and didn’t hide the scowl. “In my position is Deputy Director of SAD, I didn’t have to deal with Noah Hennel very much. Now that he’s my boss, he’s micromanaging the hell out of me and my department.”

      “That sucks,” Micah agreed.

      “I don’t remember him treating Gabe that way.” Matthew inwardly shrugged. “Hopefully, we’ll figure out a way to work together soon.” He huffed. “Even the head CIA shrink thinks I’m overstressed. He wants me to come in tomorrow night for a sleep study. You believe that shit? I don’t have fucking time for him.”

      Matt took a long pull of water as though to wash away that subject. “So, you’re leaving tomorrow?”

      “Yeah. I’m going to meet Berit at this condo that I really liked.” He slowly shook his head side to side. “I’m surprised at the difference in what Jonathan showed me this afternoon compared with what Sandi spent days showing me.”

      “So, you’ll head back to Virginia Beach tomorrow afternoon?” Thank goodness Austin didn’t have basketball practice after school. He’d be able to coordinate everything himself. The idea of finding a college student home for the holidays, or perhaps a part-time nanny who would be interested in going full-time once Wyatt was born, was looking like a better idea every hour.

      “Yeah. I have a few more things I need to wrap up back at my command, then I’ll spend a week to ten days with my replacement. The change of command ceremony is set for December thirtieth.” Micah sipped his water. “I have VIP tickets for the four of you, but I’ll completely understand if you can’t make it. My fingers are crossed that at her next appointment, the doctor will release Elizabeth from bedrest. That’s what happened last time. Or should I say, the first time.”

      “I can only hope.” Matthew finished the water in his bottle and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “When you get back, can you do a big favor for me?”

      “I can try.”

      Matt glanced down the hallway toward the bedroom he shared with Elizabeth. “I need to find out why Gabriel was trying to kill Elizabeth. Everything seems to lead back to the mission in Syria. My research shows that a SEAL team went in after we left. Do you think you can get your hands on their after-action report? I’m really curious as to what they found.”

      “I could do that,” Micah reassured him.

      “Daddy, I’m ready for my story,” Liza called from the top of the steps.

      “Me, too, Dad.” Austin stood beside her.

      “How about I take Austin, and you take Liza?” Micah stood.

      Matt slapped his friend on the shoulder. “Thank you so much. I really appreciate your help.”

      As soon as they had the children to bed, Matt couldn’t wait to talk about his latest revelations with Lizzie.
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      Berit rolled her shoulders and stretched her neck. She’d been staring at her computer all morning, delving into the lives of her new friends. Part of her felt terrible for looking so deeply into their pasts. The other part of her knew it was her job, which demanded her to do things she really didn’t like doing.

      Several things she found fascinating. Elizabeth Saint Clare was the only translator who was ever given conversations of Nassar al-Jamil. He, and his most senior men, kept her busy.

      Matthew’s files left her with more questions than answers. His background looked expertly contrived. There were little telltale signs that only an experienced agent would see. Ten to twelve years ago, CIA artificial backgrounds looked very different than they do today. Thanks to computers, the Internet, and massive databanks, with just a few clicks and keystrokes, Berit could look at a copy of anyone’s second grade report card. Matthew Saint Clare didn’t have one nor was there any record of him attending the elementary school claimed during the vetting process. Only surface information was available until his accident, but even that was suspicious.

      Exactly what happened was never defined. Where wasn’t either. Those blatant omissions were extremely strange given that he was supposedly one of their top assets in Syria. She was, though, able to see that he spent several months in the U.S. military hospital in Germany before being transported to Walter Reed Military Medical Center on the other side of DC. Probing deeper into the medical records, she discovered that his face was completely rebuilt by the now-famous Dr. Jessica Kessler, plastic surgeon to movie stars. She’d spent five years in the Army practicing on the worst cases imaginable. Matthew had been one of her greatest triumphs. The two had also had an affair. Actually, Matthew Saint Clare had been a bit of a horn dog, often carousing with Gabriel Davis. Their decade-long friendship rang bells of warning.

      Teagan was exactly as she expected, to Berit’s relief. She truly liked the woman. Previously an Army officer, Teagan had been an excellent helicopter pilot in the Army and would have made it a career except her mother had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s at a very early age. As an only child, care was left to her, so she resigned her commission and went to work for the government specializing in helicopters.

      Logan and Micah were exemplary military officers. She enjoyed reading how Micah climbed the ranks and how the two had remained friends after the Syrian botched mission. She’d already explored the personal side of both and didn’t bother reading through that again.

      Just to be thorough, she looked into Gabriel Davis’ files. She was surprised at the depth that her position allowed her to go. She skimmed through his vetting files and was surprised to find he had been recruited while in college by Joseph Lambert. Gabe’s first undercover job was infiltrating a group of radical Muslims on campus. She was shocked at how little information there was about those interactions, especially compared to the detailed files on most other missions.

      Out of curiosity, she clicked on the link for Joseph Lambert. He’d been brought to the United States as an infant as part of a Christian rescue of children from a refugee camp in Iraq. He was raised by a Baptist minister and his wife in Blakely, Georgia close to the Alabama line. Since he’d been brought over as a baby, there was no birth certificate or previous name. He’d been a good student and attended Georgia Tech. Once he’d been recruited by the CIA, he worked as a handler for several years throughout the Middle East, then returned to headquarters. For the past twenty-five years, he primarily worked in human resources and supply, what agency insiders considered the softer side.

      To be equally fair, Berit then explored Noah Hennel. His father had been an Army general and he followed in his footsteps from West Point all the way through an alpha team commander in Special Forces. Their paths separated when Noah was recruited to the CIA. He spent a few years in the special operations group where he interacted with Gabriel Davis and Joseph Lambert who both ran local offices at the time. Noah moved through the management ranks of clandestine services for the next two decades and worked his way up to director of operations.

      The only connection she could find was the Middle East. Tugging that thread, she hunted for information on the Syrian mission that involved Elizabeth and Mason Sinclair, Logan, Teagan, and Micah. She could find hardly anything.

      Under the joint task force, there was a brief mention that the team was gearing up for an anticipated mission to blow up a munitions dump, but that was about all. Backtracking, she opened the files under each name. The mission was highlighted as a link but when she clicked on it, nothing happened. She was a far cry from the computer geniuses they employed in the subbasement, but she could think outside the box.

      Redirecting, she logged into USSOCOM. Although it was a relatively new command, records of previous similar agencies had been transferred to their database. To her surprise, she again found very little. The names of the players, which she already knew, the fact that Mason Sinclair had died during the mission, another piece of old news, and that the mission was to blow up a Russian supplied ammo dump. Again, nothing new. The individual after-action reports were missing.

      She leaned back in her chair and stared at her screen. Where the hell were all of those files? Or the better question, why the hell did someone go to all the trouble of destroying them everywhere? They were thorough and precise.

      Glancing at her watch, Berit decided she had time to visit Director Hennel before she was to meet Micah to look at another condominium.

      Excitement bubbled up at just the thought of seeing him once again. She’d resigned herself to a possible date when he returned, most likely after the first of the year. She was shocked when he called while waiting for Austin in the parking lot at the school. When he’d suggested grabbing lunch afterwards, she’d actually given a small fist pump. It wouldn’t be long now, but she first had to see her former boss.

      After getting the go-ahead from his secretary, Berit entered his large office. “Thanks for seeing me on such short notice.”

      “Let’s sit over at the table,” Hennel suggested. “What do you have for me?”

      When she worked for him, she made a point to never mince words. “I don’t believe any of them are spies.”

      “Neither do I.” His response was the opposite of what she’d expected.

      “Then why the hell did both you and Director Lambert want me to infiltrate their tight little circle of friends?” She didn’t withhold the anger from her voice.

      He leaned forward with flat palms on the table. “Lambert asked you to spy on them?”

      “Yes. I was called to his office—” She stopped midsentence. “When I got to his office, I knocked and swore he said come in. But when I stepped inside, he was talking to someone in Arabic on a satellite phone. It’s been a long time, so I’m not as familiar with the language as I used to be. I only caught words here and there, just enough to recognize it was Arabic.” She mentally ran through the files she’d just reviewed. She didn’t remember seeing Arabic listed under his languages. And maybe it wasn’t even Arabic. There were languages in northern Africa that sounded quite similar.

      “And he asked you to spy on them?” Hennel prompted.

      “Yes. He was thrilled that I already made inroads into a relationship with Teagan and now one with Micah.” At the sound of his name, Berit wondered if she was getting too soft for fieldwork, or was it that she was attracted to Micah? She truly didn’t want to spy on them. She wanted to get to know them all, make friends. She didn’t want to turn them into assets.

      “Are you seeing the captain socially?” His question gave her pause.

      “If you can call giving him a woman’s opinion on a home…socially, then yes.” She wasn’t going to tell him about their role-playing in front of the real estate agent, but she was thrilled to death to have the opportunity to walk through another house with him in an hour.

      “What if they’re just a tightknit former team trying to solve the murders of their friends?” She knew she was pleading their case.

      Hennel stared off in the distance. “I don’t know what they are other than the key to unlocking the cage to the moles inside this agency.” He turned to face her. “Stick with them. There’s something there, I know it.”

      “Yes, sir.” She stood, and so did he.

      “Berit, I want you to be extremely careful. I don’t trust your boss, especially after what you just told me. I had to work with Joseph while I was on SOG. He may come across as this grandfatherly curmudgeon, but take my word for it, he doesn’t let anything, or anyone, get in his way. He doesn’t hesitate to write off collateral damage.” Hennel stared in her eyes. “He has no respect for women or human life at all. Until this is over, stay as far away from him as you can.”

      She raised one eyebrow. “That may be more than a little difficult. He is my boss.”

      Noah Hennel put his hand on her shoulder and looked at her beseechingly. “Berit, we’ve worked together for a long time. I don’t want you to…get hurt.”

      She noticed that he didn’t say dead.

      “I’ll be careful,” she promised.

      Two hours later, Berit sat across from Micah at one of the best Turkish restaurants in Crystal City. Best, by her standards, dealt with the quality of the food, not linen tablecloths.

      “That place is just perfect for you.” She bit into a lamb kebab.

      “I like the layout much better than the one we saw yesterday,” Micah agreed.

      “The fireplace in the living room was perfect.” She dabbed the corner of her mouth with the colorful cloth napkin. “Those logs looked real, but one click of a button and you have a fire.”

      “Are you fishing for an invitation to come over and curl up in front of my fireplace?” He poured more tea into their small cups.

      She smiled back at him. “I wish my home had a fireplace. I love curling up in a big chair and listening to the fire crackle while I read a book.”

      “Tablet or paperback?” Micah challenged.

      She held up her hands. “Carpal tunnel. Although I love the texture of holding the paper in my hands, I had to switch to digital books about ten years ago.” She pulled out her tablet. “I probably have two hundred books on this little baby. Every chance I can steal, I’m reading.”

      “Fiction or non-fiction?” He took a bite of his spicy rice mixed with vegetables.

      “Fiction. I need an escape from reality,” she confessed.

      “Don’t tell me you’re addicted to science fiction?” His teasing grin tickled her senses. “If you’re into aliens attacking the world, life on Mars, intergalactic wars, we’re just going to have to stop right now.”

      She giggled. “No, I like mysteries and suspense. I’m big on whodunits.” She leaned forward and in a conspiratorial low voice confessed, “I have always loved Agatha Christie books. I read every book by Dan Brown but I don’t really care for Stieg Larsson or Lee Child. Stephen King scares the shit out of me, but I read his books anyway. I could go on but I’m curious, what kind of books you read?”

      “Nonfiction. I’m currently on a Winston Churchill kick. That man is fascinating, at least to me.” He cut another kofte in half and soaked the meatball in the tomato sauce.

      “Did you catch the documentary series on Churchill? I think it was on the History Channel.” She picked up her last doner, a pita pocket stuffed with lamb and vegetables, and took a messy bite.

      “I don’t watch much television.” He gave her a self-deprecating grin. “Except for Jeopardy. That’s my go-to while eating supper.” He finished the last of his curried rice.

      Nodding her head, she swallowed quickly. “Me too!” She sipped her tea to help it down. “I enjoy competing with the contestants. It’s a good thing I eat alone because I get kind of loud sometimes.”

      “What else do you watch on TV?” He dabbed the corners of his mouth with a napkin before laying it on the table.

      “I do watch the History Channel now and again, and I simply love cooking shows.” She drank the last of her tea before setting the small cup down. “Mostly, though, I prefer to read.”

      Her cell phone buzzed. She’d turned off the ringer when she met Micah at the condominium so she could give her undivided attention to him. She ignored it.

      Less than a minute after it stopped, it buzzed again. They obviously didn’t leave a voicemail.

      “Why don’t you go ahead and take that. They sound insistent.” Micah looked away and signaled for the check.

      When Berit pulled her phone from the outside pocket of her purse, she was astonished to see several text messages from Mak. He’d also been the one to call just then. Deciding to check the text messages first, she pressed on the screen but the phone shook in her hand. Mak. Again. Something must be terribly wrong.

      “Mak, are you okay?” Worry flashed through her.

      “Mom, thank Christ you finally answered.” He sounded desperate. “I need you to come to Virginia Beach, right now.”

      “Mak, calm down.” She was using her best motherly voice, but it didn’t seem to be working.

      “Mom, I mean it. I need you to leave right now and come to my house.”

      “Mac, what’s the matter? Are you hurt?”

      “No. I’m fine.” Then he corrected himself. “Well, my ribs are still broken but they’re healing. That’s part of the reason that I need you here. I have to report in tomorrow morning at zero five hundred. That’s why you have to be here before then.”

      She heard several men’s voices yelling in the background.

      “I gotta go, Mom. Bye. I love you.” But he didn’t hang up. “You’ll stay through the weekend, right?”

      Before she could answer, Mak had discontinued the call.

      “Berit, are you okay?” Micah’s voice sounded far away.

      She didn’t know if she was okay. If her boy was in trouble, then no, she wasn’t anywhere near okay.

      “I’m terribly sorry, Micah, but I’ve got to leave.” She scooted to the end of the booth. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but Mak needs me. I have to get to Virginia Beach as soon as possible.”

      “You’re in luck. I’m headed there.” He stood and reached out his hand to help her up.

      She stood on shaky legs, her mind racing in a hundred directions. She had to go home and pack a bag because he’d said that he needed her there over the weekend. She should call her boss and let him know that she’d be off a few days. What the hell else did she have to do? Berit was certain she was missing several steps.

      Micah stepped into her personal zone and wrapped his arms around her. His big hand pressed her head against his shoulder. “Whatever it is, we’ll handle it.”

      We? We’re now a we?

      She tried to lift her head, but he kept it pressed to him. There was something very comforting about the way he held her. It was as though he was protecting her from anything bad.

      But whatever it may be ahead for her and Mak, she had to get to Virginia Beach and face it. “Thank you for the offer but—”

      Micah cut her off. “You’re in no condition to drive three and a half hours. I’ve already paid the bill. I’m going to follow you to your townhouse where you’ll change into comfortable clothes for traveling. I heard you mumble something about spending the weekend.”

      “I don’t mumble,” she insisted.

      He chuckled and kissed her on the forehead. “Okay, you were talking quietly to yourself, then.”

      “I’m sure I was. It’s a bad habit of mine but I find if I talk things out, I can organize the situation better.” She slid into her coat, using the time to get a grip on her emotions. When it came to her son, worst scenarios always worked their way through first. “Thank you for offering,” she tried again.

      “No matter what, I’m following you to your home. If you insist on driving yourself, then we’ll be our own miniature convoy all the way to Virginia Beach.” He certainly was adamant.

      “Fine. I couldn’t stop you if you wanted to follow me and I don’t have time to lose you like a tail.” She picked up her purse. “Let’s go.”

      When she pulled out of the parking lot, he was right behind her. Two lights later, she could have lost him by gunning through on the yellow, but knowing him, he might’ve followed her even though it was red.

      The closer she got to her townhouse, she began to wonder if he’d come in. She didn’t want him sitting in the parking lot so she’d invite him in. She mentally scanned her home, wondering what he would think of it.  Bras hanging in her laundry room flashed into her mind. She scoffed at herself. He would have no reason to look in the laundry room and big deal if he saw her bras hanging there. She was certain he’d seen bras before. He’d removed enough of them according to his file.

      The thought of him removing her bra then cupping her bare breasts, gently massaging them before rolling the nipples between his thumb and forefinger filled her mind like an X-rated movie. She could practically feel him kissing her neck, sucking on her breasts before he opened-mouth kissed his way down, spreading her legs apart with his palms before he parted her wet folds with his thumbs and lick—

      The ring tone on her phone told her it was Mak. Before she could even say hello, he asked, “Are you on your way yet?”

      “No. I just got home.” She pulled into her parking space and was out the door, speed walking toward her home. “Now, are you sure you only need me over the weekend? Do I need to bring enough clothes to stay for a week?” She unlocked the front door and stepped inside, quickly punching in the security code.

      Someone stepped up behind her.

      She reached for her gun, phone still to her ear.

      A large hand covered hers before she was able to extract her gun from her holster.

      “It’s just me, Wonder Woman.” His front was pressed against her back, his hand over hers under her jacket. The warmth of his fingers spread quickly through her silk blouse, warming the small of her back. The moist heat from his breath brushed her ear.

      “You scared the shit out of me.” She released the grip on her pistol, and he wove his fingers between hers and held her hand as she brought it back up to the keypad.

      “I’m sorry, Mom, I didn’t mean to frighten you,” Mak said in her other ear. “But the situation is too complicated to explain on the phone. How soon do you think you’ll be here?”

      Micah lifted the phone from her hand and dropped it into his side. “Go change and pack a bag. I’ll be right here waiting for you.”

      When she reached for the phone, he lifted it away and pointed down the hall. “The clock is ticking and Mak needs you. I’ll deal with him.”

      Dazed, she wandered down the hall.

      “Mak, this is Captain Micah Reid. Your mother is packing a bag and we’ll be there in just over three hours,” she heard Micah say just before she turned into her bedroom.

      Throwing off clothes, she headed toward the closet to grab a suitcase. Not knowing what she needed, she threw in everything from dress slacks and nice blouses to jeans and turtlenecks, running shoes to high heels. From under the bathroom sink, she grabbed her makeup bag and stuffed anything in that she might possibly ever need.

      “Berit,” Micah called from the door.

      She pulled her suitcase out of the walk-in closet and headed to her dresser for her undergarments.

      “Are you almo—” He stopped mid-word.

      “Yes. I just have a few more things to throw in.” She didn’t even bother to look at him as she started opening drawers.

      “You’re…stunning.” He growled.

      “No, I’m not.” She grabbed two of her favorite soft nightshirts and tossed them into the open suitcase on the floor. She didn’t do more than glance at the silky negligées. She was headed to her son’s house, not a weekend away with a man.

      “You need to get your eyes examined. I’m—” She glanced down at her body.

      She was nearly naked in only a bra and panties.

      And damn it all, they didn’t even match.

      Worse, there was nothing sexy about them at all. Just a tiny edge of lace adorned the top of the cups on her white bra and around the waist on her navy-blue cotton panties.

      Not the way she ever wanted a man to see her but the fact that he was Micah made it all the worse. She’d considered…okay, she’d hoped…she and Micah would someday make it to a bedroom and get naked, but this was so far from the way she’d expected. Berit wanted to turn back the clock and emerge from the closet fully clothed in her most feminine blouse tucked into the black slacks that showed off her trim waist.

      But that was not the case. You never get a second chance at a first impression.

      “You’re beautiful.” Micah hesitantly took a step into the room.

      “Let me…” She watched him prowl closer. “Put on…” The feral look in his eyes made her swallow hard. “Some clothes.”

      “You don’t have to as far as I’m concerned.” Micah stood a foot from her, breathing fast and shallow. His scorching eyes scanned every inch of her exposed body.

      He slowly lifted his hand, wavering near her breasts, before he sucked in a breath and placed his palm on her cheek. “I want you, like this…and more.” He slid his hands to the back of her head and kissed her, hard and desperately. Their teeth clicked when she opened her mouth, inviting him in. He tasted spicy as his tongue tangled with hers.

      Berit grabbed his shoulders and squeezed, wanting more. Dropping her hands, she wrapped her arms around his broad back, over his sweater but under his heavy coat. She closed the distance between them. Pressed against his hard body, she couldn’t miss his erection.

      Her hands automatically went to the hem of his sweater, diving underneath, seeking bare skin. Instead, she found a T-shirt and started yanking it out of his black jeans.

      He softened the kiss and grabbed her hands, bringing them up between them. “I want nothing more than for us to strip each other bare and crawl into that bed of yours.” Still holding her hands, he took a step back. “But we can’t. I need to get you to Mak’s house.”

      Reality slammed into her. “What did he say? Is he hurt? Did he reinjure something?” She was grasping and knew it.

      “All he said was that it was personal and complicated. I didn’t want to push him.” He brought her hands to his lips and pressed a kiss. “We’ll find out everything when we get there and deal with it. You need to finish packing.” He slowly shook his head. “And I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you need to get dressed.”

      “Okay.” She glanced down at her disheveled suitcase.

      Dropping her hands, he stepped back. “I’ll wait for you in the foyer.”

      On autopilot, Berit finished throwing things into her bag and zipped it closed. She threw on a mock turtleneck and a pair of jeans. As she reached for socks, she realized she’d forgotten them and grabbed several pairs, stuffing them into an outside pocket.

      She wasn’t sure if her mind was fuzzy because of Mak’s cryptic message, or Micah’s kiss.

      Rolling her bag behind her, her only thought was that she was headed to Virginia Beach…in Micah’s Mustang. As he put her bag next to his in the trunk, her mind warned her that she was in for the ride of her life.
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      Micah made good use of his navigational apps and arrived in Virginia Beach in record time. He didn’t mind that Berit had spent the first hour of the trip on the phone rearranging her schedule so she could take off the next two days and possibly part of the following week.

      He hated when a woman felt she had to fill every moment of silence with her yammering. Watching her work was interesting. She was firm and direct, yet pleasant and not demanding. She obviously had a close working relationship with her administrative assistant. There was respect and leadership. She was all business, not giving away one ounce of personal information.

      Mak had been cryptic when he spoke with the young SEAL while waiting for Berit to pack, saying only that the situation was extremely personal. He obviously didn’t want to talk to a senior officer about his circumstances, and Micah didn’t want to press. He would give Berit’s son some space…for now.

      The second hour of the trip, she hooked her phone up to her computer and worked.

      Micah wasn’t sure if she was giving him the cold shoulder, or if this was just her way. She was very professionally oriented and had an extremely important job. After he thought about it a few minutes, that’s exactly what he would have done if on a long car ride with a friend.

      As they drove through Norfolk, she put away her computer. A few miles from Dam Neck, Berit directed him through some side streets to Mak’s townhouse.

      “Mak and two of his teammates rent the condo from a retired senior chief,” Berit informed him as they drove through a nicely maintained neighborhood of townhouses. Some had five in a regrouping, most contained four, but a few had only three. She directed him to a cul-de-sac with the smaller units.

      “His is the unit in the middle. Pull into the driveway on the far right. Theirs is the condo on the end.” Berit’s precise directions, without embellishments, were easy-to-follow.

      The sun had set over an hour ago, but the porch light was off and very few lights were on inside. As they exited the car, they looked across the top at each other. He could feel waves of worry emanating from her.

      She hurried to the door and knocked. “His doorbell is broken,” she explained. Whipping out her phone, she texted him. “We made good time. Perhaps he wasn’t thinking we’d get here this soon.”

      She stared at her phone as though it had every answer. After two long minutes, she knocked again.

      “I’m hoping he would know better, but do they keep a hidden key out here?” Most of Micah’s men were hypervigilant about personal security.

      “No. He wouldn’t do that.” She sent another text.

      “Would you like me to open the door?” He offered, reaching into his pocket for his set of picks.

      She glanced at the small leather case. “Do it.”

      It had been a long time since Micah had picked a door lock, so it took him a few minutes, and three tries, to get the right tools. He then had to unlock the deadbolt as well as the door handle. When he cracked open the door, he sniffed, praying he wouldn’t smell the familiar stench of death.

      Relief washed through him as he exhaled. Although it smelled like too many men in a confined space and the maid hadn’t visited in weeks, it didn’t reek of rotting bodies or an overabundance of blood.

      As they stepped into the foyer, his heart dropped has his gaze swept over the living room. Mak lay stiffly on the main section of the huge L-shaped couch, his eyes closed, breathing steady, completely covered by a blanket up to his chin. Two men were stretched out in recliners on the other part of the black leather sofa. A fourth slouched in a chair, snoring.

      Berit immediately ran to Mak and kneeled beside him. “Son, tell me where you’re hurt.” Her hands hovered over his body as though she didn’t know what to touch.

      All the other men in the room startled awake. Micah stood near the door, trying to piece this situation together.

      “Shh.” All the young men shushed at the same time.

      Berit glared at the men. “Don’t you dare shush me. I’m here to take care of my son. If you don’t like it, leave.” Her voice was loud and commanding.

      “Mom, please” Mak begged in a whisper, barely turning his head toward her.

      “Mak, is there something wrong with your neck?” Her gaze ran the length of his body then back to meet his eyes. “Are you…are you paralyzed?” Her voice cracked on the last word.

      Her son scowled. “Hell, no. And keep your voice down. We had a hell of a time getting her to sleep. We’ve been up for twenty-three hours straight.”

      Berit stood. “If you’re okay, then why the hell did I have to travel three hours at the speed of light?” She punched her fists onto her hips. “What’s the big fucking emergency?” Her voice echoed in the room.

      “Can you please be quiet!” Mak slowly lifted the blanket a few inches, exposing his bare chest.

      As he dragged the blanket further away, he revealed a small baby in nothing but a diaper, curled on his chest.

      “I can’t move,” Mak whispered. “Every time I do, she wakes up and cries.”

      Berit opened her mouth, then closed it. She opened it again, then glanced around the room. “You found a baby?”

      All eyes shot to Mak.

      The man in the overstuffed chair grinned and sat up as though he was going to watch an interesting television show.

      Micah rolled to the balls of his feet, ready for anything.

      “No, Mom, we didn’t find her.” Mak glanced at each of his friends, pausing as though gathering agreement. “She was brought to us.”

      He slowly covered the baby with the blanket, and while holding her in place, sat up. He held his mother’s gaze. “She’s my daughter.”

      Berit fell to her knees.

      Micah was by her side in three long strides. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Berit, you need to breathe.”

      She stared at the tiny head on her son’s chest. Her hand moved as though of its own accord, until she stroked the baby’s fine hair.

      “You’re telling me, this is my granddaughter?” Their gazes clashed.

      “Who…where is her mother?” She held her breath.

      “Annie.” He glanced down at the baby before returning his gaze to her. “She’s dead.”

      “Did she—”

      “No,” he snapped. “Cancer.” He sucked in a slow breath as though fortifying himself. “According to…it doesn’t matter…during her first ultrasound they discovered ovarian cancer. The doctors suggested she…”

      He closed his eyes and kissed the baby’s head. “She decided to keep the baby, my baby, and take her chances with the cancer after Kenzi was born.”

      Mak swallowed hard. “They couldn’t operate, or give her chemotherapy, or radiation, or anything to treat the cancer while she was pregnant.”

      He sucked in a ragged breath. “Mom, I had no idea she was pregnant. I would have—”

      Berit placed two fingers over her son’s lips. “Her cancer is not your fault.” She glanced at the bundle under the blankets. “The baby is.” She cocked her head to the side. “Are you sure it’s yours?”

      “Yeah. When…her friend…brought me Kenzi, that’s her name—Mom, Annie named her after me, kinda. It’s spelled different, more girlish. Anyway, supposedly Annie never dated anyone else after I broke up with her. The timing is right.”

      “She said a fuck of a lot more than that,” the blue-eyed man said.

      “Shut the fuck up, Casper.” The second man on the floor stood.

      Micah wasn’t going to let anybody get into a fight in front of Berit or anywhere near the baby, so he took an imperceptible step forward.

      Mak exhaled on a huff. “I guess I really should get a paternity test.”

      “We told him he should do that,” Casper claimed.

      “Back off, Casper.” The man in the chair stood. “I’m going to bed. We’re in the tank at oh-six hundred and I need my beauty rest, since I didn’t get any last night. Mak, now that your mother has swooped to the rescue, please tell me you don’t need me anymore.” He walked over and gave Berit a kiss on the forehead. “Night, Mom Barker. Thanks for coming.” He grinned at her. “Trust me when I tell you, we appreciate it as much as Mak.”

      “Good night, William.” She caught his hand. “Thanks for helping out.”

      “Since I live here, I had a choice to either listen to that tiny thing scream or do whatever I could to calm her down.” He glanced toward the baby. “I’m just glad my sister was home. Nothing on fucking Google worked.”

      Berit gave a short giggle while slowly shaking her head side to side. “I can’t believe you guys trusted Google over an experienced mother. Especially one with twins.”

      Another of the men stood. “Mak, I’m heading home.” He yawned then hugged Berit as he passed. “Do you think you’ll be cooking while you’re here, Momma Barker? Because if the answer is yes, I’ll see you tomorrow for supper.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be cooking supper tomorrow night, Lincoln. You’re more than welcome to join us.” She looked up at him. “Consider it a thank you for helping my son take care of my…” She smiled. “My granddaughter.”

      Casper chuckled. “I’m not sure how much he helped. The Rock was shattered by a fifteen-pound baby in less than an hour. The man who is solid under fire broke into pieces when he couldn’t get Kenzi to stop crying.”

      Hazel eyes flashed at Casper. “You didn’t do any better, dickwad.”

      “Yeah, but I at least was thinking out-of-the-box.” The man with gray hair at his temples thumped his chest.

      Micah smiled deep down. These were his SEALs, at least for another two weeks. None of them had left Mak’s side. Their never-quit attitude carried all the way through their civilian lives.

      “Men, thank you for helping Mak.” Micah stood and looked each man in the eye. “I’m proud of you for staying with your friend and offering assistance. One of you mentioned that you have to be in the tank tomorrow morning. I suggest that you all get some sleep. Berit and I will deal with the situation.”

      “Who the fu—” Casper started to ask, but was cut off.

      “Captain Reid. Sir, yes, sir.” William practically came to attention.

      Casper stared at Micah then stood straight. “Sir, I apologize.”

      Micah waved him off. “It looks like it’s been a long and intense twenty-four hours for you men. We’ve got this.”

      “Yes, sir.” Casper and William said in unison.

      “I’m outta here,” Lincoln announced as he headed toward the door. “Do you need a ride in the morning? It’s Friday. My turn to drive.” He asked the room.

      “You said it. It’s your turn to drive.” William turned toward the stairs. “I’m going to follow the captain’s orders and go to bed. Casper, I suggest you do the same.”

      “Right behind you.” Silently he joined his housemate.

      “Rock. Casper. Py.” Mak stood gracefully, careful not to disturb the sleeping baby. “Thanks so much for all your help. I’d be insane right now if it weren’t for you.”

      Each man looked at the sleeping baby in his arms, and their faces softened.

      “She’s beautiful when she’s asleep.” William, whose nickname Micah now knew was Py, gently touched her head.

      “She is a cute little shit,” Casper commented.

      “Glad she’s yours and not mine,” Lincoln, “Rock”, said as he gave Mak a squeeze on his shoulder, a common silent signal that meant I’ve got your back. “I’ll see you pin-dicks in the morning,” he said on his way out the door.

      “Lincoln lives here in the neighborhood,” Berit quietly explained to Micah. “They’re all in the same squad.”

      Micah rubbed her shoulder. “Are you doing okay?”

      “Yeah.” She looked at her son and her granddaughter. “May I hold her?”

      “If she wakes up, she’s all yours,” Mak warned.

      She scoffed. “She’s not the first baby I’ve ever held. I changed your diapers for years. Too many years, in fact. I was worried that you were going to have to go to kindergarten in diapers.” Her small smile was distant. “You never slowed down long enough to use the bathroom.”

      His gaze swept the room. “Thank God the guys are gone. I’d never hear the end of that one.” He carefully handed his mother the baby, properly supporting its head. He then shook out his arms as though they’d been held in the same position too long. “If you’ve got her, I’ve got to piss.”

      Berit immediately started to rock in place. “This precious little bundle is safe with me.”

      As though the baby was aware that someone new was handling her, she stirred. As she blinked her eyes open, Micah noticed that they were the same light blue mixed with gray as Berit’s.

      “Are we waking up?” Berit cooed to the baby. “What do you need first? A new diaper? Or a bottle?”

      The baby simply stared as though studying this new person.

      “Let’s go check this diaper.” Berit looked around. “Micah, have you seen the changing pad anywhere?”

      He quickly scanned all visible surfaces. “No.” His gaze fell upon a baby bag. “Let me check in here.” He pulled out baby butt wipes knowing she would need those. The bag was relatively empty. On the other hand, the kitchen table was a disarray of spilled formula, several bottles with the empty formula bag still inside, and a dishtowel spread out next to the sink. A roll of toilet paper sat next to a few stacked diapers.

      Mak returned looking expectantly at his mother. “She’s awake.” His eyes went wide. “And she’s not crying. Mom, you’re a miracle worker.”

      “She just woke up. I need to check her diaper. Where’s the changing pad?” Berit nuzzled the baby’s belly and a giggle erupted from the child.

      “What’s it look like?” Mak’s gaze darted around the room.

      “About eighteen by thirty-six inches. Vinyl-covered pad usually an inch thick. I already checked the diaper bag.” Micah indicated the pink satchel.

      “Is that what that thing’s for?” Mak dashed into the bedroom on the main floor and returned carrying a long, deep drawer. “We thought it was a mattress pad.” He set the drawer on the floor and pulled out the pad.

      “What the hell is that?” Berit glared at the drawer.

      “Her bed,” Mak said as though his mother was an idiot.

      “You put the baby in a drawer?” Astonishment covered her face.

      “Yeah. Casper’s sister had a rabbit at college and kept it in a drawer. If it was good enough for a rabbit, it should be good enough for a baby at least for one night.”

      Micah laughed. “That was thinking out-of-the-box.”

      “Please, for the love of God, tell me that you never closed the drawer.” Berit’s threatening look would have cowered most other men.

      “Fuck, no. What do you think I am?” Mak scowled at his mother. “I had her in the bed with me, but then I didn’t think that would work. If I fell asleep and rolled over on her…” He shook his head. “Then I surrounded her with pillows on the bed, but I was afraid if she rolled over she might smother. Casper came up with this idea. We used our beach towels to pad the sides so she didn’t get any little slivers.”

      “Ingenious.” Micah smiled.

      “How did you change her diapers?” Berit asked.

      Mak beamed as he led her to the sink and took the baby from her. He laid her down on the dishtowel. “You hold her down, mom, while I unhook the diaper. This is at least a two-person job, sometimes three.” He looked over at Micah. “Captain, we may need your help.”

      Micah’s shoulders bounced as he held in the laugh. He’d changed enough of Austin’s diapers to know that it only took one adult but was prepared to be entertained. “I’m here for you. Just let me know what you need me to do.”

      Berit looked over her shoulder at him and raised an eyebrow.

      Micah winked.

      Mak released the tabs on each side then did a quick peek and a tiny sniff. His entire face pinched. “Oh, fuck. It’s going to be a bad one.” He opened the door under the sink and the stench of dirty diapers pushed Micah back a step.

      “Whoa. When was the last time you emptied that, son?” Berit’s accusing face said everything.

      “We were busy, Mom. She’s a handful. You wait.” Mak gingerly held the diaper by the corners and threw it into the garbage can. He then turned on the sink faucet and ran his wrist under the water a few times adjusting in between. “Perfect.” Turning his head to his mother, he yanked the vegetable scrubber out as far as it would go and held it like a gun.

      “Okay, Mom, wipe as much of the poop off with the toilet paper and throw it into the can. Then you hold her over the sink, and I’ll rinse her off.”

      Micah totally lost it. He started laughing.

      “You will do no such thing. Put that damned thing away.” She looked over at Micah. “Captain Reid, do you think you can manage to hand me the wet wipes?”

      She turned her attention back to her son. “Who the hell taught you to change a diaper that way?”

      “That’s the problem, Mom. No one taught us. We were going to try to find a YouTube video to show us how, but we were afraid to be tagged as pedophiles since the cyber office monitors our search history and social media. We learned through trial and error.” He gestured to the nozzle still in his hand. “You’re gonna need this.”

      “Oh, the torture you’ve endured with these men. Poor little baby.” Kenzi reached up to touch Berit’s face as she bent over the child. “Well, Nanna’s here now, to teach these boys how to properly handle a little girl.”

      She popped out several wet wipes and spread the baby’s legs. “With the little girl, you have to be sure you get everything cleaned or she’ll end up with a vaginal or urinary infection. You always start from the front and wipe to the back. Be sure to get in all the cracks and crevices.” Berit demonstrated.

      Micah watched intently. He’d never taken care of a baby girl. It was always good to learn new things. Little boys didn’t have to worry about infections as much, but damn, that wrinkly ball sack was fucking hard to clean sometimes. Mak should be glad he has a little girl. Micah learned the hard way that once a baby boy’s dick was exposed to the cold air, it shot off like a fountain.

      “You’re supposed to use the diaper to wipe away as much as you can. I’ll show you how it’s done next time.” She glanced at the disgusting garbage. “I’ll also show you how to roll diapers so all the shit stays inside. In the meantime, get that bag out of here.”

      Mak looked thankful for something to do, especially something that got him out of the line of fire of his mother.

      As soon as he returned, Berit continued her instructions. “Hold onto both her ankles with one hand, lift up her little butt, and shove the diaper underneath. Let her legs down gently and separate them so you can pull the diaper through.” She continued to fasten the diaper securely.

      With a big smile for the baby, she picked up the child. “You want to play for a few minutes or are you ready for a bottle?” The baby bounced in her arms and made little noises. “I think you want to play.” She turned to face her son. “Where are her toys?”

      Mak had that deer-in-the-headlights look. “She didn’t come with any.”

      “Okay.” Glancing around, she scowled. “I’ll entertain her while you clean this up. Those nipples need to be sterilized, the empty formula bags discarded, and the bottles washed.” She moved the baby to her hip and with her free hand picked up the can of formula and shook it. “Is there more?”

      “No, Rock was going to make a run to the store and grab some beer and baby formula.” Mak shrugged. “I guess we all fell asleep when Kenzi did.”

      “No problem, I’ll pick some up on my way to the hotel.” She looked around. “Where are her clothes?”

      “They’re in the laundry.” He grimaced as he hand- washed the bottles in water so hot Micah could see the steam rising. “But I haven’t had time to run a load and there’s baby shit on them.”

      Berit’s words finally hit Micah. Hotel. “You don’t stay here when visiting Mak?”

      “No, this is a three-bedroom condo, and I’m too damn old to sleep on the couch. There are several hotels less than a mile away.” She started putting things into the diaper bag. “Makensey, are you in the pool tomorrow, too?”

      “No. Medical hasn’t released me completely yet.” Mak added, “But I have to go in. They’ll put me on a bike or some other kind of cardio while everyone else is swimming.”

      “I’m taking baby Kenzi and going to a hotel. I’ll stop and pick up formula and a few other things she needs.” Berit grabbed the clean bottles and placed them in the diaper bag.

      “No,” Micah protested. “There is no reason for you to go to a hotel. I have a three-bedroom condo and it’s just me.”

      “But, I can’t—” she started to protest.

      He cut her off. “Yes, you can, and you will. I have a very nice guestroom that nobody ever stays in unless Austin is here for a few days. Target is on the way and it’s open twenty-four hours. We’ll stop there and get anything the two of you need to make it through the night.”

      Micah turned to Mak. “I’ll talk to Commander Hubbard in the morning and explain the situation. I want you to figure out how to get an emergency paternity test. We need to get this little girl into the system and designated as a military dependent. Once you’ve got that handled, stop by the base daycare and get her registered.”

      “Where’s her car seat?” Berit asked.

      “I was going to pick one up this weekend.” Mak had the decency to look sheepish. “We’d planned on doing all the major shopping on Saturday.”

      “We can get one at Target.” Micah glanced at the baby. “You’ll have to hold her until we can get there.”

      “I’ve got her.” Berit had found two baby blankets and pulled the throw from the back of the couch, bundling up Kenzi.

      “I’m going to go start the car and get it warmed up.” He looked between mother and son. “I’ll wait for you there.”

      Micah didn’t know how long it would take for Berit to say goodbye to her son, but he waited inside the car that got warmer every minute.

      He liked the idea of having Berit at his home. Caring for an infant who probably awoke every four hours was not what he had in mind when the picture of her standing in her bedroom in nothing but a bra and panties refused to leave his brain. He wanted to taste her everywhere. Kiss every square inch of her body. Slide into her moist heat and take them both to a much-needed ecstasy. Then do it all again.

      Light flashed as the front door opened. Micah jumped out of the car and ran to the passenger side, opening the door and closing it quickly when Berit and the baby slid onto the seat, preserving as much heat as possible.

      When he closed his door and reached for the gearshift, Berit put her hand over his.

      “Thank you. For everything tonight. No, today.” Berit closed her eyes. When she reopened them, she held his gaze. “I never expected this.” She nodded toward the baby. “It’s too much for you to put us both up for the night.”

      He rolled his hand over and intertwined their fingers. “If I didn’t want you in my home, I wouldn’t have invited you.” He gave her the grin that any other time would have guaranteed him a bed partner for the night. “Besides, I’ve already seen you nearly naked. I’m hoping for a repeat…and maybe more.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Berit sat in an antique rocking chair, her new granddaughter nodding off with a full belly. From the moment she took Kenzi into her arms, it was instant love. She looked a lot like Mak at that age, right down to the eyes that matched her own.

      Micah had been wonderful, but he wasn’t a shopper. She’d been so distracted by the adorable clothes for little girls that it had been easier to send him off to select a portable crib and the car seat.

      She hid her grin when he explained his decisions based on national testing, reviews, and the advice of a mother making a mad dash in the middle of the night for diapers. But when he came back with the baby swing, claiming it had been a Godsend with Austin, her heart melted for the man. He might’ve been a bachelor all his life, but he knew a little bit about babies.

      As they checked out of the store, they’d filled three carts. The night manager had been so accommodating, storing the larger items for an hour while Micah took her to his home and returned with his SUV.

      She watched him now, as he double-checked every joint in the portable crib that could also be used as a playpen. Micah Reid was a very special man. After reading his file, she was completely aware of what he was capable of doing to an enemy, but nowhere did it mention the man in front of her who was overly concerned for a baby who wasn’t his own.

      He was working his way into her heart, without even knowing it.

      Damn it. She couldn’t allow that to happen. He was a mission. But it was too late. She was already falling in love with him. He was such a good man and she’d known so few of them in her life.

      They needed to have a conversation about the Syrian mission. There were secrets there. But did Micah have any or was he just on the perimeter as spotter for Logan?

      Secrets.

      Fuck. She had a big one. Watching the wonderful man on his knees securing a safe place for her granddaughter, she wondered, worried what would happen when he discovered that she was ordered to spy on him and his friends.

      A buzzer went off, bringing her out of her dismal thoughts.

      “Perfect timing.” He turned and looked at her, his eyes dropping to the baby. “Let me go get those clean sheets and blankets and we’ll get Miss Kenzi into her brand-new bed.”

      As he passed her, he ran his hand all the way across her shoulders. “How about a glass of wine once we get her down?”

      “I would love a glass of hardy red, if you have one, but beggars can’t be choosy. At this point, I’ll drink almost anything alcohol. It’s been one hell of a day.” She gave him a smile as he left the guest bedroom.

      “Testing to see if this thing works.” His voice came over the baby video monitor just before his face appeared in the small square on the base unit that sat on the nightstand. He’d insisted on buying the expensive communication unit, claiming it as a baby gift for Mak.

      “You came through loud and clear,” she responded. “Can you see into the crib?”

      “Perfectly.” As he smiled, she wondered if he knew he had. It seemed so natural, but it wasn’t. It was just for her. “If you move the chair another foot to the right, I’d be able to see you too. I just catch glimpses of the arm as you rock.”

      “How about I do that after we put her down for bed?” she suggested.

      “I’ll be back with the sheets in less than a minute.” He gave her a broad smile. “Then the adults can move on to the wine.”

      Kensi released an impressive burp just as Micah finished tucking in the sheet.

      “Her daddy would be proud of that one,” he noted.

      “She’s exhausted.” Berit laid her in the portable crib and covered her up with two blankets.

      “I’ve turned the heat up.” He shrugged. “I like it on the cold side. I’ll often sleep with the window open, even in the winter.”

      Berit completely understood. “I do the same. There’s something about that cold fresh air wafting across my face. I need it to fall asleep.”

      For a long moment, they stood side-by-side, staring into the crib.

      Micah finally took her hand in his and pulled her toward the door. “We can keep an eye on her. She’ll let us know when she needs us.” He held up the portable end of the monitor system.

      She took the opportunity while walking downstairs to look around his home. Definitely masculine. Probably decorated by a professional. They turned right into a living room that ran from the front to the sliding doors leading into a fenced backyard. His dark brown leather furniture stood out against beige walls, but it was the turquoise drapes and accent pillows that surprised her the most.

      At the far end, a room jutted off to the right into a surprisingly large dining room. A breakfast bar separated it from the kitchen. His decorator had continued the splash of color in the turquoise and dark blue bowl on the antique dining table and a spray of flowers on one end of the matching, early nineteen-hundreds buffet. A turquoise potholder and oven mitt, that looked brand-new and more like a declaration, hung on a hook near the stove.

      Hand-in-hand, they walked to a wet bar with a wine fridge and open stacked bottles above it. He pulled one out and showed it to her.

      “This Chilean Syrah is one of my favorites.” He set it on the counter. “For a South African Portage, this is surprisingly good, and then I have this Argentine Malbec. Which one would you like me to open first?”

      Five minutes later, she swirled the Malbec in the large bowled wine glass. The aroma was heavenly and the legs that dripped down the sides were long and thin which meant it had a higher alcohol content. She would limit herself to one. At the first sip, she was in heaven as she curled up on one end of the couch, Micah on the other.

      “Thank you so much for everything today. I wasn’t very good company in the car on the way down here. I’m sorry for that.” Her mind had been racing in a hundred directions. She was worried nearly sick about what she would find when she arrived at Mak’s home. Then there was everything at work to be shifted. She still didn’t know how long she’d stay in Virginia Beach.

      He gave her a small grin. “I didn’t mind at all. What I absolutely hate is a woman who feels the need to fill the silence with benign chatter.”

      “I know exactly what you mean.” She’d lived through that horror on a recent flight. “I was on my way back from…” She couldn’t tell him exactly where for operational security, or could she? When delving into his files, she noted that his security level was the same as hers. What the hell. “Turkmenistan on one of our private jets, and the little twit behind me just wouldn’t shut the fuck up. I was exhausted and all I wanted to do was sleep. She had one of those squeaky voices and talked constantly about her damn menagerie. Cats, dogs, she’d even rescued a Vietnamese pig.” She shuddered. “A pig as a house pet. That’s a hard pass for me.”

      “Same. I’m also not a fan of cats, but maybe when I retire I’ll get a dog.” Micah sipped his wine. “Do you travel often?”

      “We’re looking at establishing a new office in that area. It might be the spook in me, but I needed to see the possible places for myself. So, I guess the answer to your question is; I travel when I feel it’s necessary.” And it was definitely necessary for her to go to Ashgabat. The capital is less than twenty miles to the Iranian border. “Have you ever been there?”

      “Turkmenistan? Or Ashgabat?” He continued without letting her answer. “Yes, to the country. The capital, never.”

      For the next hour, they talked of countries and cities around the world. It was so nice to have a conversation where she didn’t have to watch every word she said or examine every one of his sentences for nuances. In that time, in that place, they were simply a man and a woman, having a friendly conversation.

      Berit wasn’t sure if she’d ever been able to do that before.

      She yawned and was instantly embarrassed. “I’m sorry, Micah, but it’s been a stressful day. I’m quite sure I’ll be up in the night changing and feeding Kenzi, so I think I’m going to call it a night.” She stood, took their glasses to the kitchen, and rinsed them out. They looked too fragile to go into the dishwasher.

      “What are your plans for tomorrow?” She asked as they walked through the living room turning out lights.

      “I need to go to the office for a few hours, but I should be able to get away midafternoon.” He touched the small of her back as they headed up the stairs. The heat of his hand seemed to penetrate all the way through her body. She wondered what it would be like to have his hands all over her, caressing her breasts, stroking her clit. Would he allow her to ride him, or would he insist on being on top?

      Her nipples hardened. Heat rushed to the juncture of her thighs, increasing with every step. Would he kiss her goodnight? Or should she make the first move?

      On the landing, where his room was to the right and hers to the left, neither moved.

      “Well, I guess I’ll see you in the morning.” Her words and movements were awkward. She was normally so sure of herself, but everything with Micah was different.

      “I’ll drive the Mustang to work tomorrow so you can have the SUV. I’ve already put her seat in there.” He threw his thumb toward downstairs. “The keys are on the hook right inside the front door.”

      “Thank you. For everything.” She took a step forward and so did he. Then they rushed the final few feet.

      The kiss was hard and fast. There was nothing polite about it. As her body melted into his, she didn’t miss the impressive erection. It was as though her body sought his, rocking into him. Not teasing. Yearning. So filled with desire it consumed her.

      She opened her mouth and his tongue dove in, tangling with hers in a dance as old as time. He tasted of wine and man, a heady combination that pebbled her nipples even more and sent jolts of heat between her legs. She needed to touch bare skin. Grabbing the hem of his sweater, she pulled it up, breaking the kiss long enough for him to pull it over his head. She stared at his tight abs. While his hands were busy disposing of his clothes, she ran her hands over his stomach down to where his jeans rode low on his hips.

      “I need to see you.” His hands were already unbuttoning her blouse, so she untucked it from her slacks. Within seconds it was on the floor, followed quickly by her bra.

      “Beautiful,” he exclaimed on an exhale as he stared at her. He cupped her breasts, one in each hand, gently massaging them. Watching his face as he enjoyed the feel of her body, she needed more. He took her mouth, once again, but this time it was gentle as though he were savoring their contact and her taste at the same time.

      Wanting to touch him, feel the steel of his cock in her hands, she unbuckled his belt, unsnapped, unzipped, and freed his erection. Through the silk of his boxers, she stroked him.

      He released her mouth. “Let me return the favor.” He stripped out of her jeans and panties. “Step out.” He ordered while on his knees, his face inches from her neatly trimmed mound. “I want you…in my bed.”

      Quickly standing, he shucked off his boxers so they were both naked. Grabbing her wrist, he pulled her down the hall to his room. He swept back the comforter exposing dark brown satin sheets. He lifted her to the edge of the bed then kneeled in front of her, spreading her knees. Running a finger down her slit, he then parted her folds with his thumbs.

      “You’re already wet, but I want to taste first.” Starting at her entrance, he ran a flat tongue up to her hardened clit then flicked it with the tip. He placed a soft kiss on her bundle of nerves before taking it into his mouth and sucking hard.

      Berit liked oral sex and had let her lovers know her preferences. She didn’t need to tell Micah. Somehow, he knew.

      “Come for me, my woman of the world.” He slipped two fingers inside her and covered her clit with his mouth, alternating between sucking and licking with a hard point of his tongue.

      Berit exploded. It had been so long since she had a man-induced orgasm, she’d forgotten how good…no…outstanding they were. She fell back on the bed enjoying the ride.

      When her senses returned, Micah was beside her. His smile was that of a triumphant man. He was pleased with himself. And should be. He was proving to be an excellent lover.

      “Welcome back.” He ran his fingers around the outside of her face down to her chin and lifted her jaw to kiss her.

      She tasted herself on him, making her clit tingle again. She reached down between them to stroke him.

      “Let me return the favor.” Without waiting for permission, she curled down and licked the crown of his engorged cock while pumping the shaft. She took the entire tip into her mouth and began sucking.

      He lifted her head. “I’m not going to last long if you keep that up. I don’t want to come in your mouth.” He pulled her back onto the bed and ran a hand down her body, sliding easily between her folds and into her soaked channel. “I want to be here.”

      To her surprise, she rolled onto her back. “You’d better get a condom on that behemoth and fast.”

      Micah didn’t disappoint. He opened the nightstand drawer and was sheathed in less than thirty seconds. He tested her readiness one more time before notching the tip at her opening. He hesitated.

      “Are you—”

      She rocked her hips up, forcing him inside her. He pulled out part way, lifted her hips higher and dove back in. She wrapped her legs around his hips, pulling him in even more.

      “Christ, woman. You’re so tight in this position. I’m ready to explode.” He clenched his jaw as though concentrating on holding back.

      “Rub my clit with your thumb, and take me over the edge with you.” She wondered how well he would take orders in bed. This was one of many tests she’d used on others to determine whether she’d keep him as a lover or walk away after that encounter.

      He grinned. “I like a woman who knows what she wants.” He backed out completely and gathered her excitement, swirling her juices around her clitoris, sparking every nerve as he passed over.

      “Please, Micah, back inside me.” She needed his fullness.

      “More than happy to oblige.” He never stopped massaging as he slid in. With each thrust, he pressed down hard.

      “Next.” Pant. “Push.” Gasp. “And I’m…” Her whole body shook with the release.

      He held her hips and pumped two more times before he stiffened and growled. He rolled to the side, taking her with him, wrapping her in his heat. Still connected in the most intimate way possible, he flipped the sheet over onto them both.

      She rose from the depths first, opening her eyes to the handsome man who had just made her come twice in less than ten minutes. She’d keep him, as long as she could.

      He kissed her before rolling to the other side and getting out of bed. “Don’t move. I need to take care of the condom.”

      Her body was spent. Between the roller coaster of emotions that day and the two big Os he’d just given her, she didn’t want to leave.

      She heard a rustling in the hall and realized her gun was in the guestroom on the other side of the condo where Kenzi lay sleeping. When he emerged from the bathroom, she whispered, “Where’s your gun?”

      He stopped, frozen in place.

      They both listened. The noise of cloth on cloth came through sounding strange, followed by a whimper.

      Micah’s shoulders dropped. Unabashedly naked, he headed toward the hall. “I left the baby monitor in the pile with our clothes. I’ll bring everything back with me.” A minute later, he tossed his sweater and jeans into the laundry basket but neatly laid her blouse and slacks on a chair.

      “Where’s your gun?” He asked as he headed back to the bed.

      “In the guestroom.” She leaned up on an elbow allowing the sheets to fall, exposing her breasts. She held out her hand. “I’ll put the monitor on my side.”

      He glanced at the image of the sleeping baby before he handed it to her. “She’s such a cute little thing.”

      Berit smiled at her granddaughter. “She certainly is.”

      Micah crawled back into bed and pulled her to him, her back to his chest. “Sleep. Kenzi will be awake before we know it, with a wet diaper and hungry.”

      He was right, unfortunately.

      By morning, Berit was thoroughly exhausted. Kenzi had been up twice for an hour each time. Knowing he had to get up early and go to work, she refused his help. She remembered sage advice when Mak was born—sleep when the baby does—so she went back to bed after each feeding and changing.

      When she awoke again shortly after nine, she found a note from Micah.

      B - Take a nap if you can. The two of you had a rough night. The SUV is there when you need it. The food we bought last night is in the fridge. Don’t forget to eat. You’ll need your strength tonight. I’ll try to be home around three. M

      How sweet of him. Thoughtful. She’d never received a note after spending the night with a man. Never.

      Hungry, she checked on the sleeping Kenzi while grabbing a change of clothes and made her way to the kitchen. An omelet and toast, and lots of coffee, made her feel human again. When her phone rang, she startled, then secretly hoped was Micah.

      “Mom, can you check Kenzi’s bag for her birth certificate?” Mak hesitated. “I was told there’s a zippered compartment inside and it’s supposedly in there.”

      “Hang on.” Berit dashed upstairs and brought the bag back down with her. “I’m looking.” It took some careful examination because the zipper was almost hidden in a seam. “Found it.”

      She read though the official paper with a raised seal. “Did you know her name is Rylen Makenzi Barker?”

      “No. I was told her name was Makenzi, Kenzi for short. But I didn’t ask many questions. I was kinda in shock and…the woman who brought her…let’s just say I’m not her favorite person in the world.” He paused. “Uhm, is my name listed as the father?”

      It most certainly was. “Yes, son. Spelled wrong, M-A-C-K-E-N-Z-I-E, but it’s there. Annie may never have seen your full name in writing. Since it’s an old family name, many people want to modernize it.”

      “Annie and I…we never talked that much about our families,” he admitted. “Is there any way you could bring that to me?” He sounded hopeful. “I need to get her registered as mine, enrolled in DEERS so she can be on my insurance, and I need to change my beneficiary to her. They asked if she was current on her shots. I have no idea who her doctor even was.”

      “Don’t you think you should get the paternity test first?” The whole situation had Berit worried from the beginning. But then she thought about Annie. She was such a sweet person. Naïve, certainly. She wouldn’t do that to Mak. But desperate women do desperate things.

      “She’s mine, Mom. The JAG officer said that if my name is on the birth certificate, I’m good to go. He also suggested, that I stop by the drugstore and pick up a home paternity kit. They aren’t legal in court, but I’ll use it to be sure. It’s just a cheek swab and takes about five days at a lab.” He chuckled. “I’m sorry if you didn’t want to be a grandmother already. I’m not sure I’m ready to be a father, either.”

      She glanced at the baby monitor. She was already in love with the little girl with fuzzy hair.

      “I’m fine with being Nanna to that sweet little girl.” She dove back into the hidden pocket of the bag. “You’re in luck, there’s some information about her pediatrician and a shot record. It seems to be current. I can call the pediatrician’s office if you’d like.”

      “I doubt they would give you the information given the laws today. That can wait until next week.” Her son was right. He had to start taking responsibility for all the things that went along with having a baby. “Besides, she’ll most likely be seeing the pediatricians on the base.”

      “Kenzi should be waking up soon. I’ll get her dressed and text you when we’re headed your way. I have Micah’s SUV and my badge so I shouldn’t have a problem getting on base.”

      “Mom, what’s the deal with Captain Reid?” Mak sounded exceedingly serious.

      Yeah, what was the deal with Micah? That was a damn good question. She didn’t know whether to be pissed off or flattered that her son was concerned about the man she was dating.

      Go with the truth. “We’re friends. Good friends.”

      “Mom, he’s the commanding officer of SEAL Team Two. That’s like…” He paused, obviously searching for the right word. “Captain Reid is at least ten levels higher than me. Around here, he’s God. And he was in my house last night and I was a fucking wreck. You took my baby and slept at his house last night.”

      “Stop right there Makensey Barker.” She needed to set this boy straight from the beginning. “Your mother took your baby last night so the son she loves could get some sleep. I just happened to be spending the night with Captain Reid. I have never interfered with your dating, or who you slept with, so don’t you dare start questioning my decisions.”

      “Mom! You’re sleeping with Captain Reid?” When Mak said it, it sounded dirty.

      “Obviously you didn’t get it the first time, son, so I’ll repeat myself in a different way.” She was fuming now. “Who I sleep with, when, and where, is none of your damn business. To be absolutely honest, I don’t want to know who, when, or where you sleep with anyone. This conversation is over and will never be repeated again. Do you understand?”

      “Yeah.” His single word was filled with anger. “I get it.”

      “Besides, Micah is leaving the teams the end of the month.” She’d smacked him down pretty hard and needed to soothe his ego. “He’s been transferred to the Pentagon, out of your chain of command. If you feel any blowback from whatever happens between Micah and me, I want to be the first one you tell. I won’t tolerate my personal life affecting you professionally. I know how important your career is to you.”

      “Changing the subject, when are you going to return my daughter?” The teasing in his voice lightened her spirits.

      “I should be able to meet you within the hour.” How about I buy you lunch, then we check out the on-base daycare?”

      “Sounds like a plan. Mom…” Mak’s hesitation didn’t bode well for whatever he was going to say next. “I’m glad you’re dating again and…Captain Reid is one of the good guys. He’s good to his men. But you saw that back in Arlington.”

      “Yes, son, and I saw that last night when he took me and Kenzi into his own home after suffering through an hour of shopping.”

      “He should be given a fucking medal just for shopping with you.”

      Her brain automatically went to Micah’s bedroom and everything they’d done there last night.

      Yes, Micah Reid should definitely be given a fucking medal. He was very good at it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      As Micah drove toward DC, Berit slept. She needed it. Kenzi had been up twice Thursday night, but he’d kept Berit awake, sharing their bodies with one another. She was a magnificent lover, very responsive and adventurous. They didn’t get much sleep either Friday or Saturday night, but it wasn’t the baby waking them. They seemed to have an insatiable appetite for one another. He hadn’t had a sex marathon like that in years. Perhaps even a decade. Pushing forty-five, he was good for at least twice in one night. Berit had him up four times Saturday night, as long morning sex was included.

      After their wonderful start to the day, Berit took Mak and Kenzi crib shopping and Micah went back into the office, knowing very few people would be there. It was the perfect time for him to search the archives for the failed Syrian mission ten years ago. What he’d found, shocked him.

      As he drove northwest on the interstate, he wondered if Berit would invite him to spend the night at her home. He enjoyed her company as much as her body. She was so intelligent, able to slide from a conversation about an African country most Americans couldn’t find on a map, to the proper way to cook a roast in an Instant Pot, another new purchase she’d made for Mak’s home. The pot roast she’d made for Mak’s crew on Friday for supper was the best he’d ever tasted. There was not a single leftover from a seven-pound roast, a large bag of carrots, five pounds of potatoes, and a grocery bag of other vegetables. She actually made her own gravy from the juice. Christ, the woman could cook.

      He grinned at no one as he remembered their argument Saturday afternoon. She wanted to go back to her son’s condo and cook for his friends again. Fortunately, he’d won. He’d taken her out to dinner where they’d watched the sunset from a rooftop bar overlooking the beach and ocean.

      The sun disappearing behind them put on quite a show, reflecting glorious hues of pinks and peaches against the clouds before purples and blues blended into the night.

      They’d dined on the bounty of the ocean in front of them; fresh-caught fish, blue crab, scallops, and shrimp. Stuffed, they walked barefoot on the beach at night, holding hands like young lovers. Since neither was into public sex, they went back to his home and showered together, rinsing off the sand and saltwater.

      Shower sex had lost its appeal several years ago for him. It was a wonderful place for foreplay, though, and he and Berit had taken advantage of water and soap. When she walked to him and bent down over the edge, he lost his mind when she asked him if he would take her from behind.

      Sunday morning, when he suggested her on her knees, she gave him a devilish grin. Instead of rolling over onto all fours, she pushed him down, swung her leg over his hips. She then reminded him that she was on her knees. Then she rode him. He loved playing with her bouncing breasts. She had very sensitive nipples, he discovered, when he nipped one. It sent her flying. As her inner muscles tightened and released, he went with her.

      Waking before she did, with her satiated body draped over his, he wasn’t sure sex got any better. Then it did.

      They had the talk.

      Micah was shocked to hear that Berit hadn’t had a lover in over eighteen months. He, on the other hand, didn’t bother counting how many women he’d bedded during the last year and a half. Thankfully, he’d had his annual physical last week, in preparation for his transfer. They were both clean.

      The first time he slid into Berit bareback, he was sure he’d gone to heaven. In the nearly thirty years he’d been sexually active, he’d only trusted two women enough to enter them uncovered. The first was his virginal girlfriend from high school, and the second was his fuck-buddy in college. Neither relationship had worked out. He wasn’t sure how long he and Barrett would be together, but he loved the idea of this first together for them.

      Since she’d missed cooking for the men she fondly called her boys Saturday night, Sunday morning she had insisted upon making brunch for everyone at Mak’s place. Because all of these men worked for him, he tried fervently to bow out. Berit could be a bulldog when she wanted something. He finally agreed, but only if he paid for all the ingredients.

      Shopping in a grocery store with Berit was nowhere near as painful as their adventure in Target. She knew exactly what she wanted and quickly made decisions. Thank God.

      By two o’clock in the afternoon, she’d gotten her Kenzi time, hung a set of purple curtains in her granddaughter’s bedroom that coordinated well with the pads on the new white crib, and made sure her son had enough diapers, baby butt wipes, and the bottom cream to last a month.

      Traffic was a bear as they inched closer to DC. It seemed as though everyone who wasn’t out Christmas shopping must’ve been visiting friends or relatives in Virginia. Because it threatened to snow, Micah had chosen to drive the SUV to bring Berit back home. His plan was to stay one night and sign the contract on the condo that he’d shown Berit last Thursday—and how could so much have happened with in the last four days?

      Micah glanced at the woman sleeping with her head against the window, her coat like a blanket tossed over her body. Silver strands flashed under the lights as they started moving once again. She was a very pretty woman. And his.

      He’d made it very clear, several times, that he didn’t share. If she was dating him, there was no one else in her life, and absolutely no one but him in her bed. She threw the demand right back at him. Rightfully so. Given his past, he understood why she thought he would be more apt to stray. But he had no desire for any woman but her.

      Berit stirred. Inhaling a deep breath, she sat up, blinking. Looking around, she asked, “Where are we?”

      “Traffic was backed up on the interstate, so my navigational app has taken us on a tour of Arlington.” He chuckled. “My GPS decided that I needed to see Seven Corners and is now taking us on a number of city streets toward your home.”

      She laid her hand over his, resting on the gearshift. He was constantly shifting since he couldn’t seem to hit anything but a red light. “I truly appreciate everything you did this past weekend.” She squeezed his hand. “Especially the private time we had.”

      She glanced at the clock on the dashboard. “Are you hungry? I think I know where I am. Please let me treat you to supper.”

      A text came onto the screen in the middle of his dash. It was from Matthew.

      Waiting on you for supper. Bring Berit. We have plenty.

      “Are you okay eating over at the Saint Clare’s?” He hoped she was going to say yes because he definitely needed to talk to Matthew.

      “I’m good with someone else cooking.” Her lips went together in a straight line. “I wish I had something to bring them. I hate showing up at their house with nothing to share.”

      “I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to deal with it this one time.” He punched in the change of address and twenty minutes later, they walked into his friends’ home.

      “Uncle Micah.” Austin greeted him at the door with a big hug, then stepped back. “Ma’am. May I take your coat?” His quasi-godson was growing up to be a fantastic young man. Micah was excited about living close to him once again, taking him to baseball games, tossing the ball in the backyard like they’d done most of the child’s life.

      Matthew walked into the room. “Berit, I’m glad you’re able to join us.” He helped his son hang up their coats, then casually flung an arm around the growing boy’s shoulders.

      In that moment, Micah realized that Austin no longer needed a stand-in father. He had one. Matthew was so good with him. The love they had for one another was evident. They were becoming father and son. Part of Micah didn’t want to interfere with that because of the amazing relationship he had with his own father. They’d been best friends, right to the end.

      Micah missed his father in that moment. He wanted Austin to develop that same kind of loving relationship with Matthew that he should’ve had with his biological father, Mason. They should do things together. Build that solid bond.

      So, where did that leave Micah? Would he be invited to go to the games with the two of them? How did he feel about being a third wheel?

      Berit’s words interrupted his spiraling self-pity. “Thank you so much for including me, Matthew. What can I do to help?”

      “I think we have it handled.” He grinned toward the dining room where Elizabeth sat at the table with her feet up on a chair. “Under my wife’s close scrutiny, I think I put together a decent meal. I hope you both like chicken and dumplings. It’s an old recipe from Lizzie’s grandmother. Truly a Southern dish. It’s been cooking in the crockpot for hours. All I have left is to throw a bag of green beans in the microwave.”

      “Let me deal with the vegetables.” Berit moved past the men and greeted Elizabeth.

      “I need to talk to you after supper.” Micah said in a low voice. “You’re not going to believe what I found.”

      Matthew brightened. “At least you found something. Most of the files I’ve been able to see, which aren’t many, have more black ink than words.”

      “Austin. Liza.” Their mother called. “Time for dinner. Wash up please.”

      An hour later, stuffed with Southern goodness, the four adults headed for the living room.

      “Lizzie, Micah found something.” Matthew lifted her legs onto the couch and sat next to her feet.

      Sitting across from them in the high-backed wing chairs, he glanced at Berit, wondering if he should say anything in front of her. Her security clearance was probably higher than his. He decided to start with an explanation for her benefit.

      Micah faced Berit. “Almost twelve years ago, Elizabeth, Logan, Teagan, and I,” he slid a glance to Elizabeth and hoped the mention of her first husband wouldn’t bring back bad memories, “along with an Army special operator by the name of Mason Sinclair.” Micah was surprised when she and Matthew held gazes. The corners of Elizabeth’s mouth quirked up. Micah wondered what the hell that was all about, but he had more important things on his mind.

      “The five of us were part of an experimental coed, joint-service team.” Good. Berit was listening intently if he could read her face correctly. “We were sent on a mission to Syria to blow up an ammo dump of Russian munitions they had sold to the dissidents.”

      “I’m aware of the mission. Gabriel Davis was involved.” She glanced at Matthew and Elizabeth before returning her gaze to him. “When I was assigned to deal with Gabriel’s funeral, I researched his background and came across his longtime friendship with the five of you. That took me back to the Syrian mission.” She looked at Elizabeth. “I know that you lost your husband there.” She shifted her gaze to Matthew. “But I’m glad you found another good man.”

      Matthew and Elizabeth exchanged a look of pure and lasting love. Part of Micah wished that he could find someone to love as much as his friends had found each other.

      “I’m glad you’re aware of the mission.” Micah glanced at Matthew who nodded. He’d take that as an okay to proceed. “I’m not sure any of you are aware, but fifteen hours after we bugged out of there, a team of SEALs entered the area.”

      Micah took a deep breath and watched his friend Elizabeth carefully. “They found not only debris, but an American man.” To his surprise, she showed no shock, only slid a glance to Matthew. Maybe she already knew. Had Matthew discovered this and not shared?

      He kept on going, “They medevac’d John Doe and he was sent to the American hospital in Germany. From there, I lose him. I’m sorry, Elizabeth, I can’t find any trace, including a death certificate, of that man.”

      Elizabeth nodded to her husband.

      Matthew stared at Berit who seemed totally wrapped up in the story. “Berit, what you’re about to hear is for your ears only. To be honest, I don’t even know if I should trust you. Not everyone we work with, or for, is to be trusted.”

      “The CIA has several double agents.” Berit glanced down at her folded hands. “For your ears only, I have been tasked to dig out a mole. I promise to keep whatever you’re going to tell me confidential. I’ll try to help you in any way that I can. Perhaps we can help each other.”

      “Good enough.” Matthew slid his gaze to Micah. “I think I know where John Doe is. I think I know who John Doe is. But you have to hang with me, brother, because this is a fucking crazy story.”

      “I’m listening.” Micah prepared himself for anything, or so he thought.

      “Do you remember drinking a bottle of Jamison one night with Matthew Sinclair?”

      Micah chuckled. “Mason loved his Irish whiskey. He’s the one who got me hooked on scotch.”

      Matthew smiled. “Yes, exactly. You were both pretty drunk, but I’m hoping you remember when Mason told you that he and Elizabeth were engaged.”

      Micah sat up straight. How could Matthew know that? Had their quarters been bugged? Had he read the transcript of that night?

      “Mason also told you that he planned to marry Elizabeth before they were sent on the Syrian mission.” The two men stared at each other without blinking.

      “How the fuck do you know that?” Micah leaned forward, perched on the edge of the chair.

      “Brace, brother. I was there. I am Mason Sinclair.” Matthew didn’t look away.

      He couldn’t listen to the shit anymore. Mason had been one of his best friends. They’d bonded like brothers. Called each other brother. Argued like siblings over nothing, but stood side by side, ready to make the ultimate sacrifice for the other against an enemy. Anger overtook him. Micah leapt out of the chair and grabbed Mason by the collar. “You’re a lying son of a bitch. He’s dead. We buried him.”

      Matthew didn’t try to move his hands away. In a calm voice he reminded him, “No, you buried an empty casket.”

      “You look nothing like Mason.” Micah pointed out the obvious.

      “My medical records start about a week after Syria. In an undefined overseas accident, my face had been completely bashed in and had to be reconstructed.” Matt went on to explain, “I think it was a shock to everyone that my hair grew back in white. Weirdly, my beard stayed black.”

      “Elizabeth, you believe him?” He loosened his grip and stared at the woman he’d known for over a decade. One of only two female friends he’d ever had. He loved her like a sister. Helped her like a brother, in an attempt to replace Mason as a positive male role figure in the boy’s life. “Is that why you married this man? He’s got you convinced that he’s Mason?”

      “Micah, take a deep breath.” Her hand on his arm calmed the riled beast within him. “Matthew is Mason.” She glanced at Berit. When her gaze returned to him, it was filled with fury. “The fucking CIA has fucked with his brain. It’s a long story, but I guarantee you, Matthew and Mason are one in the same.”

      Her gaze flew to Berit. “You cannot tell anyone. His life, my life, depend on it. Until we can figure out who tried to kill me, besides Gabriel, we’re not safe. Someone in the CIA, with Gabriel’s assistance, put some kind of a memory cap on Mason Sinclair, embedded fake memories, and created Matthew Saint Clare. Hell, even the name has brainwashing signs, different but close enough to maintain neural associations.”

      Elizabeth took a deep breath. “We haven’t told anyone…until now. Not even Austin. Even though Matthew is his biological father, as well as his Dad now, we don’t dare tell him. One slip in the wrong place and we all could be dead. Someone inside the CIA wants whatever is locked inside Matt’s brain.”

      Matt patted his wife’s hand. “For the last year, the Mason Sinclair memories have been leaking through. Once I met Lizzie, whatever they did to my brain, cracked. The gaps are getting wider and wider as memories shoot through me. At first, they were just nightmares. Now they happen during the daytime, anytime.”

      Oh, fuck. “The other day, the flashback. It wasn’t to a war zone.” Micah released Matthew’s collar.

      “No.” He shook his head in disgust. “It’s still unclear, flashes of memory, but I was back in the hut in Syria. I went to place a charge along the wall. A floorboard flies up into my face.” He grimaced before letting out a long sigh. “It’s there, but it’s not.”

      Lizzie grabbed his hand. “Don’t fight it. It’ll come, in time.” She nodded. “Tell him the rest." When he didn't answer, she continued, "About the gold."

      Gold? Someone had mentioned gold months ago, but Micah had passed it off as the ranting of a madman.

      "Sweetheart, I'm not even sure that's real." Matthew pleaded with her.

      "Why would you doubt it? Everything else you’ve seen has been." Elizabeth countered.

      Matt sighed resignedly. "I keep getting these glimpses of gold bars filling ammo boxes, sitting in dirt, but the hut had a wooden floor." He shook his head. "I’m not sure that part is real. Just like I sometimes see someone walking away, out that back door."

      Micah took a minute to think back. He needed more than a minute to overcome everything he’d just been told, but he had to concentrate on the now. He’d deal with his own emotions later. “I don't remember ever being briefed about gold bars.”

      Matthew and Elizabeth exchanged glances.

      "While Gabriel was holding me at gunpoint, he mentioned gold.” Elizabeth shuddered, as though remembering that terrible night. “Neither of us knew what he was talking about, but he acted as though Matt should know. Then Gabe got upset when he couldn’t answer his questions. He babbled about being double-crossed and aimed to shoot me. That’s when Matt shot him."

      “And then someone else sent a sniper bullet through Gabe’s heart.” Matthew finished the story.

      “Do you have any idea who the sniper was?” Berit asked.

      Micah had forgotten that Berit was there. He wondered what she thought of everything she'd heard. Her face was the professional mask he'd first seen at Gabriel's funeral.

      "No, but I'm thankful that he was there." Matthew crawled over to the other side of the couch and slid his arm around Elizabeth, pulling her to him. “If Gabe had shot…” He kissed his wife as though no one else was in the room.

      “But he didn’t. I’m here, and so are you.” She kissed him, short and sweet.

      "It seems as though the sniper was protecting Elizabeth, or wanted Gabriel dead for some other reason." Berit was trying to put the pieces together. His woman was smart. She looked at Matthew. "That took someone with some damn fine shooting skills. Perhaps someone from our Special Operations Group?"

      "Holy fuck." Matt ran his big hand over his face. "I never thought of that. I can check the records and see who was around that day. I'm going to be fucking pissed if it's one of my men."

      "If it was one of your men, then he was following Gabriel because he'd been ordered by someone higher up the chain of command." Berit impressed him with her ability to analyze. "My first inclination would be Noah Hennel."

      "Do you think he might have suspected Gabriel as being a double agent?" Matthew pinned her with a stare.

      "Yes." She glanced away. "I know Director Hennel thought Gabriel may have been a spy for Nassar al-Jamil. Early in his career, he'd been embedded with that terrorist group. He'd been watched for years. Until he tried to kill Elizabeth, he hadn't shown loyalty to the New Islamic State.”

      “Not true. Nassar al-Jamil has stayed out of the top ten terrorist list for years because of Gabriel," Elizabeth pointed out. "He's planning something big, right here in the United States. He's bragged about it several times. Nothing on our intercepted transmissions have let us know details, such as time or target.”

      "Moving back to Matthew's revelation, who do you think reworked your mind?" Berit watched him intently.

      "Dr. Sydney Petersen," Matthew said without hesitation. "He is in some of my earliest thoughts as Matthew Saint Clare. My file said he debriefed me. I was ordered to go back to his office last week for a sleep study." He made air quotes around the words. "But there was no way in hell I was going back to his office, say nothing of spending the night." He rubbed Elizabeth's belly. "Then I was given the perfect excuse. I can't leave my bedridden wife home alone with our two children."

      "Okay, I'll delve into him tomorrow morning." Berit shifted in her seat. "Who else?"

      "You're probably not going to like this, but Noah Hennel." Matthew made circles on his wife's arm. "I know you worked for the man for years, but for some reason, he hates me."

      Berit drew in a long slow breath. She stared at him, silent for nearly a full minute. "He thought you might be a double agent."

      "What the fuck?" Micah exploded out of his chair.

      Both Matthew and Elizabeth stared at her, mouth open.

      "Hear me out," Berit demanded. "You were brought into Headquarters by Gabriel shortly after the Syrian mission. The two of you had been tight for the past ten years."

      "Guilty by association," Micah accused. He tilted his head. "You said you'd been ordered to find the mole." He strode over to her chair, grabbed her by the shoulders, and forced her to stand.

      She didn’t say a word.

      "This was a mission for you, wasn't it?" He glared at the woman he thought he knew. Twelve hours ago, he'd been inside her. They’d walked the beach, shopped for her new granddaughter, talked for hours.

      He’d been falling for her. "Was I part of the mission too? Or was I the means to the end?"

      "Yes. No." Berit sucked in a ragged breath. "I was already becoming friends with Teagan when I got asked...told...to find out more about the five of you."

      She moved her gaze away from him to Matthew and Elizabeth. "The more I got to know you, the more I was sure that you weren't feeding terrorists information. I told them that, but they wanted more."

      She returned her gaze to Micah. "You. You were not what I expected. I knew from the beginning that you weren't involved."

      "So, you admit it. You used me to get to my friends." His heart hurt as though someone had just punched him in the solar plexus. Her silence said it all.

      "Get the fuck out of here." Micah couldn't stand to be in the same room with her. He stormed to the closet, whipped out her coat, and tossed it to her. Without looking at her, he opened the front door and unlocked his SUV. "Get your fucking bags out of my car. I don't ever want to see you again."
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      Berit wanted to slam her front door behind her, but instead, she pasted on a smile, turned, and waved to Matthew Saint Clare, mouthing the words thank you. Her head spun with everything that had happened in the past four days. The past hour had been a tornado, crushing everything in its wake.

      She refused to cry as she snatched her coat out of Micah's hands and marched toward his open trunk. Just as she grabbed her suitcases and opened the app for Uber, Matthew had appeared at her side. His insistence on driving her home probably had more to do with job preservation than courtesy.

      He didn't know her well enough to understand that she refused to let her personal life affect her professional life. She would never be so petty as to hold Micah's outburst against Matthew. He'd been through enough.

      They'd spoken little on the drive to her home. Before she got out of the car, she'd reiterated her offer to help, and reassured him that she did not suspect him of being a double agent. She would help him more than he would ever know.

      The empathetic part of her was so upset at what the agency had done to him, to Elizabeth, and by extension, to Micah, Logan, and Teagan. Matthew had lost so much that he could never get back. Those early years of watching Austin reach each baby milestone were lost forever to him. Fortunately, he would be there for both Elizabeth and their new baby, Wyatt.

      Berit looked forward to watching Kenzi crawl for the first time, pull herself up to a standing position and bounce, strengthening those leg muscles in preparation for walking. She couldn't wait to watch her granddaughter's first steps. She, too, had lost much already in the baby's life, but that was only four months.

      Matthew had lost nine years with Austin. He'd also lost those years with Elizabeth. Both of their military careers were gone, but they had been successful in their CIA careers.

      Like Matthew and Elizabeth, all Berit could do was move forward. She would do everything within her power to take out, and destroy, every mole within the CIA.

      As she emptied her suitcase back into her drawers or the hamper, she allowed herself to think of Micah. Her heart clenched. He’d based his final words and actions in anger. He'd been reeling from Matthew's revelation…and hers.

      She was as much to blame in this situation. He'd been correct. Although her friendship with the five of them had started innocently, it turned the moment Director Hennel had ordered her to spy on them.

      But Micah surprised her. She hadn't been looking for a new man in her life. At her age, she'd never expected to fall in love again. It had been so long that she didn't even recognize the feelings—until he'd crushed them, along with her hopes for more.

      As she placed her clean panties back in the top drawer, memories of Micah stripping them off her, his warm hands running down the outsides of her legs, up the insides till he reached her center and stroked her clitoris.

      Stop!

      You fucked that up, she chastised herself. She didn't even defend herself when he accused her. She couldn't. He'd been right. She had used him as a conduit to his friends. But then everything changed. She changed.

      She was such a fucking idiot, emphasis on the word fucking, for believing that a man like Micah Reid would want her for more than a weekend of good sex. Maybe throwing her out of the Saint Claires’ home was his way of cutting ties with her.

      She didn't believe that. Not really. Sure, Micah was angry with her. Disappointed in her. He had reasons for both emotions. She doubted there was any chance of the two of them ever reuniting, but she would try to make it up to the five people who had become her friends, even for a short time. She would do whatever she could to protect them and clear their names.

      While preparing for bed, she started to organize her Monday. How much should she tell either her past or her present bosses? Maybe she needed to do more research before she spoke to either of them.

      Crawling under the covers, she feared her mind was too busy to allow her to sleep. As she shut down her phone, she took a few minutes to look at the pictures she'd taken of Kenzi. When her grandbaby first awakened, she'd been playful. Berit made her giggle and coo. She would try her damnedest not to miss anything in this child's future. Although she didn't have a mother, Kenzi most definitely had a fairy godmother in the form of Nanna.

      The next morning, Berit felt rested and ready to kick ass and take names. It was a good thing, too. Over the weekend, all hell had broken loose. Two contracts for field offices in the Middle East had fallen through. After multiple phone calls, she’d been so frustrated that she hopped on the next agency jet to that part of the world. Some things were just better handled in person.

      Unfortunately, only the computer in her office was capable of the highest security level, so she wasn’t able to examine the files on Micah’s friends. It took her three days to deal with the problems in the Middle East and return home.

      Finally, back in her office on Friday, she spent all morning on her secure computer. She was shocked to discover that Director Hennel had been in charge of the Special Activities Division during the Syrian mission. According to the records, he'd been in the vicinity, supposedly watching Gabriel who was under consideration to become the assistant director of that division.

      Not that she doubted Micah, but she pulled up the SEAL's after-action report, confirming a John Doe. Strangely, nothing was mentioned of gold.

      Matthew Saint Clare’s file was next in her queue. Sure enough, everything before the Syrian mission looked and felt like CIA fiction created many years back. Matthew had been correct when he'd accused Dr. Sydney Petersen as the most likely to have fucked with his mind.

      Clicking on his name, Berit pulled up the lead psychiatrist’s file. Interesting. He’d been recruited twenty years ago after working on a government-funded project called Total Recall. She laughed. Someone had a sense of humor naming the project after a 1990 movie about the same subject, brainwashing.

      Next up, Elizabeth Saint Clare. Since Berit had thoroughly examined her file a month ago, she just gave it a cursory perusal. As she was about to close the file, Joseph Lambert's name caught her eye. Why the hell would he be listed as her supervisor? She worked in the translation department, which was under the Directorate of Operations, so her boss would be Noah Hennel. Oh. My. God. Director Hennel is going to go high and right about that one. She added that tidbit to the list of things she needed to discuss with him.

      Following the trail, Berit discovered that all of Elizabeth's translations went directly to Joseph Lambert, not to the clandestine analysis department. Checking the table of organization, Travis Thurbrow, a new translator, had also been receiving communications to and from Nassar al-Jamil and his had been the only ones forwarded to the correct analyst.

      Taking a deep breath, Berit clicked on the name Joseph Lambert. Although it was a deep file, most of it looked pretty standard. She was surprised, though, to find out that he had personally recruited Dr. Sydney Petersen.

      As she readied herself to go see Director Hennel, the intercom buzzed.

      “I hate to disturb you, but Director Lambert wants to see you in his office, immediately,” Carol said.

      “I’m on my way.” When passing her administrative assistant’s desk, she announced, “When I’m done with Director Lambert, I need to see Director Hennel so I may be away from my desk for an hour or more.”

      “So noted,” Carol replied without missing a keystroke as she typed away.

      Berit waited for Director Lambert’s administrative assistant to notify him that she was there and give her permission to enter.

      “Sir, you wanted to see me?” She asked as she walked into the room.

      “I understand that you spent the weekend with Captain Reid down in Virginia Beach.” Lambert gestured to the chairs in front of his desk. “Tell me everything that you discovered.”

      She folded her hands in her lap and forced a smile. How the hell did he know that she had spent the weekend with Micah? “Captain Reid gave me a ride to Virginia Beach where I got to meet my granddaughter for the first time. I was there for personal reasons.”

      “But you did spend a great deal of time alone with Micah Reid?” He pressed. “There had to be at least six hours alone with the man in the car.”

      “Yes, sir. Most of the ride down I was working since I was going to miss being in the office the remainder of the day on Thursday and all day Friday. Coming home on Sunday, I slept almost the entire way. Taking care of a four-month old is exhausting.”

      He stared at her for what seemed like five minutes as though studying her features would reveal some kind of a secret. She had plenty of those.

      “When will you be seeing Captain Reid again?”

      The lump in her throat made his question difficult to answer.

      “Socially, Captain Reid and I will never see each other again.” She swallowed hard allowing the pain of his last words to show. “We had a difference of opinion last night and did not leave on good terms.”

      He leaned forward on his desk and scowled at her. “Whatever you did, you need to go to him. Apologize. Do whatever you need to do, anything, to get him to take you back. I need you to be part of that group. An insider.” By the end, he was practically yelling.

      “I’m not completely outside the group.” I hope. “Is there something in particular that you need me to find out?” Though I may already know the answer.

      Reaching into his desk, he pulled out a box approximately two inches by two inches. He opened it. The clear vial was filled with a yellowish liquid. “I want you to kill Elizabeth Saint Clare.”

      What-the-fuck? Her jaw dropped at the same time her eyes grew wide. “No.” She stared at him as though he’d grown horns. “There is no way in hell that Elizabeth Saint Clare is on the kill list. She isn’t a terrorist, nor is she feeding any terrorist classified information. She is not a traitor.”

      Gathering her thoughts as she went along, Berit pointed out, “Are you telling me that the president of the United States has sanctioned the death of an American citizen, on American soil? A mother of two, pregnant with the third?”

      Berit stood shaking her head. “No, sir, I won’t do it. Even if you showed me the executive order, signed by the president, I won’t do this.”

      “All you have to do is pour this into her drink.” Joseph Lambert stood. “I’m not asking you to pull the trigger.”

      “Are you fucking crazy? What imminent threat does Elizabeth Saint Clare pose?” Maybe she could reason with him. “According to law, to be on the targeted killing list the person has to be an imminent threat of a violent attack against United States of America.” She took a step farther away.

      “She’s not going to die in front of you. This particular poison will take about twenty-four hours.” His voice was so calm it gave her chills.

      “Director Lambert, I’m obligated to report this.” Legally, and ethically, she was supposed to report this illegal order, but she was using it as a threat.

      His grin almost turned her stomach. “Try it. It’s your word against mine.” He held up the box. “By the way, this is signed out in your name. If asked about it, I’ll simply tell them that you tried to use it in my coffee, and I confiscated it from you. I handled the disciplinary action personally. You’ll end up in Dr. Petersen’s office before you can protest for complete psychological evaluation. Only someone crazy would try to kill her boss.” He threw her word back at her.

      He held the box out to her. “I have my orders. Now you have yours.”

      Maybe this was someone’s way of testing her. Director Hennel had told her that many people were watching her. “I refuse to do it.” She straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. “Fire me if you want. You have cause. I refused a direct order.”

      “I’m not going to fire you, Ms. Barker.” That ugly smile was back, making her stomach flip. “There’s no need.” He placed the box back in his desk and sat down. “That will be all, Ms. Barker.” He turned his head away from her and stared at his computer screen, mouse in hand.

      She’d been dismissed.

      Thank God.

      As she reached for the doorknob, Lambert didn’t bother to turn but called out, “I’ll see you at the office holiday party tonight. The director will be there, so it’s mandatory for everyone level six and above. You’re not required to stay long, just make an appearance.”

      Fuck. Berit had forgotten all about the party. Actually, she’d lost track of time in days while she was on the other side of the world. She was still a little jetlagged.

      “Yes, sir. I’ll be there.” She shut the door behind her and strode straight to Director Hennel’s office.

      Since he wasn’t expecting her, Berit had to wait ten minutes while he finished a video conference call. As usual, he invited her over to the table next to the windows.

      “You look a little pale, Berit. Are you coming down with something?” Noah’s question confirmed the way she was feeling.

      Get right to the point. “No. My stomach is so tight I feel sick.”

      “Let me get—” he started to rise.

      “No. He’s going to kill her.” After she blurted it out, she felt better.

      Hennel sat back down. “Who is going to kill whom?”

      Berit forced in a deep breath. “I came here straight from Director Lambert’s office. He ordered me to kill Elizabeth Saint Clare.” She reached across the table and grabbed his wrist. “He’s fucking crazy. And I’m sure since I told him there was no way I was going to kill her, he’s going to find somebody else.”

      “Back up.” His eyebrows pinched. “Tell me that again.”

      She knew he meant for her to start at the beginning and walk him through it. “Director Lambert called me into his office approximately twenty minutes ago.” She recounted every word from the moment the meeting started to when she left. “And now I’m here.”

      “Basically, he gave you an illegal order and you refused to carry it out.” Hennel could always summarize the situation in a sentence.

      “Yes.”

      “It’s interesting that somehow he was able to get your name on the log for the drug.” He leaned back in his chair. “He has somebody in IT in his pocket. That would explain several other things such as the disappearance of files associated with the Syrian mission.”

      Damn. Why hadn’t she thought of that?

      “You didn’t tell Lambert anything you learned since we talked last.” He held her gaze. “Are you going to tell me?”

      “Yes. And there’s a hell of a lot.” She had plenty of time while flying to and from the Middle East to think about her report. “First, I want to reiterate that none of the people are terrorists nor are they feeding any subversive organization information. Even though Matthew Saint Clare and Gabriel Davis were good friends, there was an unusual reason for it. Have you ever heard the old saying: keep your friends close and your enemies closer? That’s what Gabriel was doing.

      “Brace yourself, because here comes the kicker. Mason Sinclair did not die in the explosion.” She waited for his reaction.

      There wasn’t one. He continued to stare at her, waiting for her next words.

      “You knew,” she accused.

      “You tapped into my files. You know I was in the country.”

      “How did...” It dawned on her. “You have some kind of alarm set so when anyone looks into your CIA files you’re notified.”

      “Of course, I do.” His stony face revealed nothing. “And yes, I knew. Who do you think called in the SEAL team? I was about a mile away, southeast. From my viewpoint, I watched someone crawl out the back door of the hut. I also saw debris fall on him and thought he was dead. The team bugged out of there pretty fast, but the villagers showed up within minutes of the explosion. They rescued him. I couldn’t leave him. Our teams were busy. The SEALs were only twenty miles away.”

      Hennel shrugged. “The records show that he died on the operating table in Germany. I couldn’t figure out a way to get his body shipped home to his parents, so I guess he’s buried as an unknown soldier.”

      She smiled. “I’m happy to tell you that Mason Sinclair isn’t dead. Nor is he alive exactly. And here’s where it gets beyond weird. Mason Sinclair and Matthew Saint Clare are the same person and Gabriel knew it. I would go as far as to say that Gabriel had something to do with the transformation.”

      “The hell you say.” He leaned in and put his forearms on the table. “They look nothing alike. And how do you account for the ten-year age difference?”

      She grinned. “You said yourself he’d been hit by debris. Matthew Saint Clare’s file prior to his surgery in Germany reads like the shit we used to make up fifteen years ago when building a backstory. We both know how easy it is for someone in this building to switch medical files, create a fictitious past and a new identity.”

      “We do it every day.” He glanced at the large flat screen as though he might see Matthew looking back at him. “Saint Clare would have to be the best actor in the world.”

      “No. Until a year ago, when Matthew met Elizabeth, he had absolutely no idea.” This next part was tricky. “Matthew believes that someone right here put some kind of a memory cap on everything Mason Sinclair.”

      Again, Director Hennel didn’t seem fazed. When he glanced out the window, she knew he was deciding whether to tell her more. “He wouldn’t be the first, or the last. Some things are better left forgotten.”

      “Well, when Gabriel tried to kill Elizabeth, he asked Matthew several questions which of course, he couldn’t answer.” She’d gotten ahead herself and forgot to tell him that part. “Matthew’s memory only comes back in bits and pieces. Flashes, he says. So whatever Gabriel wanted from him, he was unable to give it.”

      “Bottom line is that Saint Clare’s memory when he was Mason Sinclair isn’t complete.” Once again her former boss summed everything up succinctly.

      “Correct.” The mention of Gabriel trying to kill Elizabeth brought Berit back to her purpose for coming to his office. “I think Matthew needs to know there’s a contract out on Elizabeth. He might need to increase all of his security measures.”

      Director Hennel walked over to his desk and pressed the intercom button. “Would you ask Senior Special Agent Matthew Saint Clare to come to my office immediately?”

      When Matthew walked into the office, his eyes immediately went to Berit. “I guess I now know who ordered you to spy on me.”

      “He wasn’t the only one,” she confessed.

      “Did you tell him?” He glared at her.

      “Yes.” She then hurried to continue. “You should thank him for your life. He’s the one who called in the SEAL team that rescued you.”

      “My memory of that time is very vague, bits and pieces really, but I don’t remember you at all, sir.” Matthew squinted as though in deep concentration. “You were on the mission with us?”

      “No,” Hennel confirmed. “I was there watching Gabriel orchestrate the operation. No one saw me. I used to be in SOG, ran that group for a while. That night I watched Gabriel walk out the back door of the munitions hut about two minutes before I saw someone belly crawl away, seconds before the explosion.”

      Matthew’s hands fisted. “Were you the one who did this to me? Made me into Matthew Sinclair?”

      “No. And I’m not sure who did. Or more importantly, why.” Hennel then gestured toward the empty chair. “You might need to sit down. We have something important to tell you.”

      Once seated, Matthew tossed his hands into the air. “Well?”

      At Hennel’s nod, Berit began. “There’s a contract out for Elizabeth. My boss, Director Joseph Lambert, just ordered me to kill your wife.” She quickly added, “I refused. But whoever gave the initial order isn’t going to stop.”

      “Matthew, I think it would be best if you went home and protected Elizabeth, at least until we can figure out who is behind this.” Hennel continued, “I want you to know, I never thought you were a traitor. If I had, I would’ve shot you right after I put a bullet through Gabriel’s heart. I had you in my crosshairs.”

      “That was you?” Matthew’s shock matched her own.

      “Yeah. We’d been monitoring Gabriel’s phone and computer off and on since he took the job as director of SAD. We knew someone within the organization was talking with Nassar al-Jamil on a regular basis. Since he’d been embedded with them back in college, Gabriel was the most likely suspect. After his death, we discovered he wasn’t the only one.”

      He looked directly at Berit. “Nassar al-Jamil has a good reason to want Elizabeth dead. She is the primary translator for all of his calls.”

      Berit sat up straighter. “Oh my God. I hadn’t gotten a chance to tell you. In Elizabeth’s personnel file, Joseph Lambert is listed as her supervisor and he receives all of her translations. There is a young guy who has also been translating everything associated with Nassar al-Jamil. His transcripts go directly to the clandestine analysis department. I have no idea whether Joseph Lambert is forwarding those to the correct analyst.”

      Hennel looked at Matthew. “Have Elizabeth send me all of her transcripts for the past two months.” He shifted his gaze to Berit. “I believe your boss is involved with Nassar al-Jamil. And there are probably others in this building.”

      “Sir, is there anything you need from me?” Matthew stood. “I need to get home to my wife.”

      “Assign some of your best men to her protection,” Hennel ordered. “Stay there. Don’t leave under any circumstances. Good luck, Matthew.” He stood and shook Matthew’s hand.

      “Any ideas on how we can catch your boss red-handed?” Hennel asked as he sat back down.
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      Joseph Lambert watched the video feed of the hall in front of his suite of offices. Berit Barker practically marched to Noah Hennel’s door and walked in as though she were expected. He’d never been able to get live feed into that office like he had for several of his counterparts, as well as the director’s. He had more than his finger on the pulse of the agency, he had dirt on almost everyone in its upper echelon. Insurance that he probably would never need now that he was so close to leaving. But when he returned as the leader of the New Islamic State in America, he might be able to use that information to get whatever he wanted.

      He picked up the phone and called his college roommate, Dwayne Johnson, who he’d made the head of the CIA’s cybersecurity department. His old friend was faithful to his uncle, and anxious to leave as well.

      “Send a message out to our followers. Elizabeth Saint Clare needs to die, preferably before Christmas. Standard rate is offered. Let’s put at least five men on this. If one fails, we already have another in place.”

      “Consider it done.” Keys clicking in the background continued without hesitation. “Any other instructions before we leave?”

      Lambert considered for a moment then added, “Yes. Put a rush contract out for Berit Barker. She will be at the Christmas party tonight, if anyone is willing to move on the contract immediately. Bonus if they do it tonight. I need to get that bitch out of the way.”

      “I agree. She spent most of the morning digging around the personnel files, including yours.” Smugly he added, “She didn’t find anything.”

      “Excellent. Everything is set for deletion on Sunday?” Lambert questioned.

      “At one minute past midnight. We’ll be long gone by then.” The smile in his voice was evident. “I’ll see you in Rio New Year’s Day.”

      “No, we’ll see you tonight at the party. Be sure to be there.” Lambert demanded. “We must keep up appearances.”

      “You know how much I hate fucking parties, but I’ll be there.” Dwayne was loyal and followed instructions precisely. He’d be needed under the new order.

      Lambert chuckled. “You don’t hate parties. You hate people.” He ended the call. His friend would rather sit in his office plowing through bags of potato chips, adding to his already three-hundred-pound body, than talk to a real person. Lambert had bought his friend his first sexual experience when they were freshmen. Thankfully, there were still American whores who would do anything for money, including Dwayne.

      Checking his watch, he wondered if he had time to make one more trip to the club. He’d miss Mistress Tigress. At least for a little while. He wondered if he would like living in the White House. He would do his duty with his multiple wives, implanting them with babies, but she would service his unusual proclivities. Yes. He liked that plan.

      He picked up the secure phone. “Sydney, has Matthew Saint Clare given up the location of the gold yet?”

      “Joseph, I’m sorry, but Saint Clare hasn’t been cooperating. He hasn’t even shown up, and I’ve done everything I can to get him into my office,” the psychiatrist whined. “With his pregnant wife on bed rest, he refuses to come in. I need several hours, maybe even days.”

      Lambert was ready to explode. He was to leave the country within days, with the gold! He knew his uncle was fond of him, but he wasn’t a fool. Nassar al-Jamil needed him. If he didn’t have the gold though, he’d be killed. “Listen, you little fucking pin-dick. If you want to live long enough to fuck all those little girls you’ve been dreaming of, gather everything you need to remove the memory cap. Someone will meet you out front in twenty minutes. If I don’t have the location of that gold by midnight, Allah will judge you before morning.” He slammed the phone down.

      Fuck. None of his plans were coming together. They weren’t falling apart, just not melding. There was still time.

      His next phone call was to local assets. Not only were they faithful to the caliphate, but he also paid them well.

      Thank goodness the club was close. He needed some stress release. Then he had to go to that damned holiday office party. Berit Barker would be there. Fuck the other contracts on her, he’d take care of her himself. Snatching the vile from his desk drawer, he glanced around his office one last time. Allah had been good to him. With a duffel bag filled with cash in many currencies and passports in multiple names, Joseph Lambert left his office…forever.
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      As Micah pulled the SUV into the driveway at the Saint Clare’s house, the front door flew open, framing Elizabeth. She shouldn’t have gotten out of bed just to greet him. He would gently scold her, but he, too, was anxious to spend the holidays with all their friends.

      As he stepped out of the car, two men appeared out of seemingly nowhere, armed to the teeth. Micah rolled to the balls of his feet and reached for his weapon.

      “This is Captain Micah Reid,” Elizabeth called from the door. “He’s expected.”

      Wordlessly, the men blended back into the shadows.

      Suitcase in hand, Micah strode across the porch, ready to hug one of his oldest friends. As he drew closer, he could see and feel the tension vibrate from her.

      He dropped his suitcase and wrapped her in his arms. “What’s the matter? What happened?”

      “Matthew.” She was barely holding her shit together. “He called and said he was on his way home. That was hours ago.” Her voice broke and the tears began to fall.

      “Let’s get out of the cold. There’s no reason for us to stand here on the porch.” With his arm around Elizabeth, he grabbed his bag with his free hand and guided her inside. He glanced toward the family room and saw Liza and Austin playing with toys while an animated Christmas movie blared on the flat screen.

      He tossed his jacket over a chair. He’d take care of it later. Elizabeth needed him now. She went directly to the couch and put her feet up. Good girl.

      “From the beginning, please,” Micah ordered.

      “Matthew said he’d been called into Director Hennel’s office this morning.” She gave him a hard look. “Berit was there.”

      Hearing her name made his heart hurt. He knew he’d treated her badly Sunday night, but she’d betrayed him. He’d been spinning after learning that Matthew was Mason, and then she admitted that she’d been sent to spy on them. He thought Berit was different. The hardest part was that he’d already developed feelings for her. He enjoyed being around her, talking with her, not to mention the outstanding sex. Holy fuck, sex with her was unlike any other woman.

      “Let me guess, she’d already told Matthew’s boss everything.” He didn’t try to hide the disgust in his voice. Another betrayal.

      “She did, but Matthew was good with it. He sounded excited because Director Hennel is going to help.” Elizabeth took his hand in both of hers. “Berit is helping too. This morning, her boss, Joseph Lambert, ordered her to kill me.”

      “What the fuck?” Micah jerked back to face her. “Berit is going to try to kill you?” Suddenly, the outside guards made sense.

      She held tight to his hand. “No. She refused. She threatened to turn him in and then went straight to Director Hennel. Micah, listen to me.” She bounced their joined hands. “Director Hennel was there, in Syria. He saved Mason’s life. He’s the one who sent in the SEAL team which rescued him. But now he’s gone.”

      “Okay, so you talked to him. Was it while he was driving home?” He had to start pinning down details.

      “No, he was in his office grabbing things so he could work from home. Director Hennel sent him here to protect me.” Tears ran down her pretty face. “Damn pregnancy hormones.” She wiped them away with the back of her hands. “I’m not sure who arranged for the men outside, but I’m damn thankful they’re here.”

      “So, he might still be at work? Maybe he got caught by a last-minute emergency.” Perhaps she was making too much of the situation.

      She shook her head. “When he didn’t answer either his cell or his office phone, I called the bat phone. That’s the line to the control desk. The deputy director on duty checked his office and it was empty. He also pulled up the feed that showed Matthew heading toward his car. It also showed his SUV leaving the parking lot.” She sniffed. “He should have been home within forty-five minutes, and that’s in the worst of traffic. It’s been hours and he’s not here.”

      Micah took out his phone and tried calling Matthew. It immediately went to voicemail.

      “There’s more, but I was waiting to tell Matthew.” She squeezed his hand. “After I sent the translations for the past two weeks directly to Director Hennel, I got some more work done.”

      Her bottom lip quivered. “This morning, there was a kill contract issued for Berit. There’s a bonus if they kill her tonight at the office party.”

      No. Even though he was disappointed in her, he couldn’t imagine a world without Berit. Adorable baby Kenzi would grow up without the love of her grandmother. Mak would lose his own family. Micah would lose the only woman he ever came close to loving.

      Silver streaks ran down Elizabeth’s cheeks. “Micah, I know you’re mad at her, but we can’t let them kill her. The contract may be because of us. More specifically, me, just because she refused to kill me.” She sucked in a ragged breath. “You have to go there and stop them.”

      “Can’t you just call Director Hennel and tell him? I need to track down Matthew.” He had to prioritize. Matthew was missing, and true, there was a viable threat against Berit, but somebody else could handle that.”

      “I tried. But he’d already left for the party.” She scoffed. “Director Hennel is so far up my chain of command, it’s not as though we’ve exchanged cell phone numbers.”

      He knew who would have Hennel’s number. Berit needed to know about the threat against her. She was a trained agent. She could handle herself. He hated to, but he scrolled through his contacts and hit send. She might also be able to help in finding Matthew.

      “Hello, Micah.” She sounded as though she was in her car.

      His name, called out by her, sent memories of pleasure through his body. He couldn’t think about that now. He had to focus on the current issues. “Berit. Matthew is missing. I’m here with Elizabeth and she had expected him home hours ago. Can your IT department track his phone?”

      “Absolutely. I’m putting you on hold while I call in the order.” She returned to the line much faster than he’d expected. “They’re working on it now. I’m going to pass this information on to Director Hennel. He has more authority than I do to pull in additional resources. I’ll be seeing him at the office party in just a few minutes.”

      “Don’t go,” Micah snapped. If she wasn’t at the party then they couldn’t get to her. “There’s a contract for you, with a bonus if they…” He couldn’t say the word. “They know that you’re going to be at the party tonight.”

      She giggled. “Given that I refused to carry out a kill order from my boss this morning, I’m not surprised there’s a contract on me. It’s not the first time, but it is the first time in my home country. How much am I worth? As mad as you were with me on Monday, I’m surprised you’re not going to accept the contract yourself.”

      “Don’t talk that shit. It’s not funny.” In that moment, he realized how much he missed her. He loved her ballsy attitude, one that she could back up. He also missed her gallows humor. When they worked together, he’d expected it from Teagan. Sometimes Elizabeth would get in a real zinger, too. It was their way of dealing with a stressful situation.

      “Micah,” her tone had softened. “I’m sorry. I know they’re only words, but I mean them from my heart. A heart that you broke by the way. I want you to know that our time in Virginia Beach was special. Private. It had nothing to do with the mission.” Even through the car phone, he heard the shaky breath. “I was falling in love with you.”

      He wasn’t sure he’d heard her last words as they were little more than a whisper.

      Beep.

      The moment was gone, and so was Berit. “I’m doing everything within my power to take down the terrorists within the CIA to clear Matthew and protect Elizabeth.” Deputy Director Berit Barker was back. “Hold on. IT is calling me back.”

      This time she was gone much longer. Micah was almost ready to hang up when she returned to the line.

      “Micah, they’re going to text you with the location of Matthew’s phone as soon as they can. I’m sorry I can’t go there as your backup.”

      “That fucking party is more important than even your life?” He snapped. He’d asked her not to go, given her a good reason to be with him, and yet she was more interested in hobnobbing with the brass, drinking watered-down alcohol, and eating rubber hors d’oeuvres. Well, screw her. She obviously had a death wish, and she just might get her way.

      “You have no idea how important this party is.” She let out a long breath. “But if you need backup, Mak and the three SEALs you met in Virginia Beach are only blocks away from my house. Do you need his number?”

      “No. I’ve got this.” In one way or another, he would find his friend Matthew.
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      Joseph Lambert sipped the passible Kentucky bourbon. It wasn’t his favorite brand, but the restaurant considered it their top shelf. He enjoyed it simply because he knew he would soon be without that vice, at least for a short while.

      What had started as a truly terrible day, was improving by the minute. He’d been able to utilize personal resources and put his plan back on track. Matthew Saint Clare was lying on a gurney in one of his secret warehouses, attended by Dr. Sydney Petersen. Someone had accepted the contract to kill Elizabeth. He would personally take care of Berit Barker within the next hour.

      “Director Lambert, I’d like you to meet my…” The line was always the same. Several of his next level employees had come by for their dutiful holiday wishes and plus-one introductions. He didn’t give a flying fuck who they brought. After tomorrow, they were all history.

      He’d known the moment Berit entered the party. The woman was a looker and men looked. Her dress was professionally demure, but she didn’t hide her breasts, long legs, or trim waist. Nothing but an abaya could hide her body. Soon, he promised himself, men would not be tempted by such salacious women.

      Many of the women in the room exposed their assets even more than she did, but she carried herself with authority that could not be denied by men or women. He’d heard the rumors that she was being groomed for the top job, but all those hopes would be killed within the next twenty-four hours as Ms. Barker became sicker and eventually died.

      She smiled, greeted, chatted as she worked her way through the crowd like a politician. The only thing more revolting to Lambert was the way that every person in the room had made it a point to speak with the director himself. He was appointed. He hadn’t earned that position, yet everyone at Langley paid him respect.

      When Lambert took over the United States, representing his uncle, everyone in the nation would respect him. He would rule with a velvet-covered iron fist. He had studied the Quran for years at his father’s feet, his uncle’s knee. He knew Sharia law backward and forward and would make sure it was enforced to the fullest extent.

      When he lifted his gaze from the latest introduction, Lambert saw Berit chatting away with Dwayne Johnson. The man was all but falling over his own feet, while she was animated, making them both laugh. Rage surged from deep within him. How dare he flirt with her? Dwayne knew that she was going to be dead, soon. It reminded him of his end goal.

      He furtively glanced at his watch. He wasn’t required to be there much longer. Taking advantage of the lack of a line, he made his way over to his deputy director and computer geek.

      “Berit, I’m so glad you could make it,” he said in an overly friendly manner.

      She gave him a cursory smile. “I didn’t believe I had a choice.”

      “We all have choices in life.” He was sure she didn’t miss the true intention of his statement.

      “Yes, we do.” When she lifted her chin, he wanted to smack the smug look off her face.

      “Dwayne, I believe Ms. Barker needs a refill.” He lifted the half-empty glass from her hand and gave it to his computer specialist. “Would you get her a fresh glass of the holiday punch?” He added the word please when the man didn’t move.

      “Oh, yeah.” The stupefied smile he gave her was ridiculous. “I’ll be right back, Ms. Barker.”

      Lambert knew she wouldn’t accept a glass of anything from him.

      “I understand from Molly after you left my office you went straight to Director Hennel’s. Will I be receiving an investigation or a reprimand?” He knew he wouldn’t be receiving either. He wouldn’t be there.

      Her smile was cocky. “I wouldn’t know. That’s above my pay grade.”

      Dwayne thrust the red concoction toward her. “I got another one for myself while I was there.” He grinned like a lovestruck schoolboy.

      “So, what are your plans for the holiday, Berit?” It was a benign enough question, one he’d been asked two dozen times already that night.

      This time, her grin was genuine. “My son, and new granddaughter, are waiting for me at home. Mak also brought a few friends to enjoy the holiday with us.” He noticed that her gaze continually swept the room.

      Reaching into his pocket, he popped the cork on the vile and held his finger over top. “Well, I have others I need to greet.” As he turned, he bumped her and attempted to empty the vile into her drink. She stepped back so quickly, he wasn’t sure if more than a few drops made it into the cup.

      Fuck. That was the only poison he had with him. He had to change his plans.

      “I’m so sorry.” He took the punch from her, purposely sloshing some onto her hands. “I’ll take this while you go wash your hands.”

      “Thank you, I think I’ll do that. If I don’t see either of you before, Merry Christmas.” Berit made a beeline for the ladies’ restroom.

      Lambert set the glass on the closest table and followed her at a distance. Allah was with him. The hallway was empty. He slipped up behind her and dragged her out the door at the end of the hall, holding her tightly around the neck, cutting off her air supply. Before he could get her into his car, she passed out.

      Once he had her buckled in, he injected her with a small dose of sedative he carried for unwilling prostitutes. She’d be out for at least an hour. Long enough for him to get to the warehouse. Certainly, Dr. Petersen would have something he could inject into her that would kill her.
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      Micah pulled Teagan and Logan aside as soon as everything had been brought into the house. All four children were in the family room playing and Micah had forced Elizabeth to bed to rest.

      “It’s been one hell of a day. Matthew has been missing since noon,” he announced. “The CIA is trying to track his phone right now. I’m just waiting for a text with the location. The local police found his car in a mall parking lot. A few of his SOG men picked it up and brought it here. It’d been wiped clean.”

      “Is that why there are armed men all the way around the house?” Teagan asked.

      “No. They’re here to protect Elizabeth. There’s a kill contract out on her.”

      “What the fuck is happening here?” Logan said in a strained voice.

      “Oh, I’m not done. There’s also a contract out for Berit, a bonus if they kill her tonight. And, they gave the killers the address of the party she is attending.” Micah still couldn’t believe that she went to the party. He couldn’t imagine what was so hellfire important for her to be there.

      “There’s more, but that’s for Elizabeth and Matthew to tell.” There was no way in hell he was going to try to explain the Matthew/Mason situation.

      “What can we do?” Teagan looked ready to tackle any job.

      “I was hoping that Logan would go with me as soon as I get the coordinates.” He looked at the other woman he thought of as a sister. “Would you stay here with Elizabeth and the children? I’d appreciate it if you’d stay armed while we’re gone.”

      “I can do that. I’m always carrying.” Teagan grinned.

      The doorbell rang.

      “Sorry to throw this on you at the last minute,” Micah grimaced, “but you’re going to have a four-month-old baby girl in the mix. It’s Berit’s granddaughter. Another long story. Her son is one of my SEALs. He and three of his buddies are here for Christmas.” He slapped Logan on the shoulder. “It’s like the old days, but we’re the ones that are old.”

      The doorbell rang again.

      Micah’s phone buzzed.

      “I’ll get the door,” Teagan offered. “If I’m going to be taking care of the baby, I guess I might as well go meet her.”

      Ten minutes later, the family room was filled with baby toys. All four children were fascinated by the baby who was sucking up all the attention. Elizabeth had opened the gun safe so everyone was well-armed.

      Micah’s phone rang. It wasn’t a number he recognized but it was local. “Captain Micah Reid.”

      “Captain Reid, this is Noah Hennel. Is there any chance that you and Berit reconnected tonight?”

      Fear stabbed his heart.

      “No. Why?”

      “Fuck! I just found her purse in the hall next to the restrooms, ten feet from the back door. She is missing.”

      “Goddamn motherfucking son of a bitch.” Micah wanted to throw something, like a right cross. “I told her not to go to the party. She knew there’s a contract out on her.”

      “Captain Reid, she was here because she was ordered to be here. Now, if you can calm down for a minute, we might be able to find her. Best scenario, she’s still alive.” Noah Hennel had used his most commanding voice and after twenty-four years in uniform, Micah responded.

      “What do you need from me, sir? I have a team of four SEALs, Colonel Logan Jackson, who I believe you’re already familiar with, and myself. We just received the location of Matthew’s phone. We were headed out.”

      “If we’re lucky, they’re at the same place, because I think the asshole has them both.” He heard shuffling in the background. “Goddamn. Berit’s cell phone is here.” He sighed. “If I can get within a mile of her, and she’s still wearing her comm unit, we’ll be able to find her. What’s the address?”

      The twenty-minute drive was the longest of Micah’s life. Thankfully, the weather cooperated as well as holiday traffic as they drove to a group of warehouses near Dulles airport that sat next to a railroad.

      Hennel had designated a parking lot a block away and warned them that he would be joined by three of his SOG men. When they pulled in, everyone poured out of the vehicles.

      “Use these.” Hennel handed Micah the smallest communication unit he’d ever seen. “It goes very deep inside your ear. They're off right now. Touch your ear to turn them on.”

      Within seconds, they were all connected and could hear Berit’s voice loud and clear. “She can hear us as well. Whoever took her, missed the earbud.” He smiled. “That’s the point of these little beauties.”

      “We’re going to skip names because this raid never happened.” Hennel walked straight to Mak and hugged him. “Good to see you, son. I’m glad you’re here. I’m hoping someday you’ll go to work with us. You’re SEAL one.”

      Micah had always been possessive of the men under his command. It irritated him, just a little, the way Hennel took over the role that was normally his. Admittedly, though, the CIA man had cooler toys and had brought enough to share. Micah had also chafed when Hennel had called Mak son. He and the young man had bonded, but Micah had to admit his own history with Berit’s son was nowhere as long as Hennel’s.

      The agency man walked around the circle of men designating them SEAL two, three, and four. His men were SOG one, two and three, Colonel, and Captain. “I’m operations.”

      When he opened his computer, a 3D image of the warehouse appeared before them. Hennel immediately started assigning positions. “Any questions? Comments?”

      “Keep or kill?” SOG two asked.

      “Clear the perimeter, permanently.” He pointed inside where heat signatures glowed. Obviously, the director of operations for the CIA had a lot more pull than he did as a Navy captain. Although he’d been able to request satellites for specific missions, he’d never gotten one spur-of-the-moment.

      “Keep Joseph Lambert, that fucking traitor is mine.” The growl in Hennel’s voice left no room for discussion. “SEAL one, secure your mother. Colonel, Captain, deal with Matthew. When the area is secure, I’ll come in.”
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      Berit felt very woozy.

      Drugged.

      But she heard Noah’s plan of attack through her earbud. She’d do what she could to help them.

      “Lambert, where the hell am I? This place looks like a warehouse.” She heard a jet fly overhead so close she wanted to duck. “I feel like we're sitting right on the tarmac.”

      “I am not Joseph Lambert. I am Abd al Rashid, nephew of Nassar al-Jamil, the true caliphate of the New Islamic State.”

      That explained a lot. “So, what’s all this stuff?”

      Abd smiled as he ran a hand up and down stacked boxes. “This is one of many of my warehouses across the United States. I control three camps, similar to American boot camps, but we feed our recruits’ minds and hearts with the word of Allah.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “If I’m reading the words on that box correctly, now mind you my Arabic is rusty, but I’m pretty sure that says C-four. What the hell are you going to blow up? Or are you going to start a war?

      The man laughed. “Oh, there will be a war. One that will bring America to its knees and make it repent for its endless sins. You, and women like you, are the reason that I’m doing this. American men will see their way to Allah, and under the direction of my uncle, the world will live in peace.”

      She huffed. “Not if you’re a woman. American women will never be subjugated. They have been raised free with equal rights of a man. You’re crazy if you think that any woman is going to give that up, wear an abaya, and walk three steps behind her man.” She laughed. “A man she has to share with several other women. Polygamy went out hundreds of years ago.” She tried to shrug, but her hands were zip-tied to the sides of the chair. “Except for the Mormons. They’ve been trying to keep the practice alive for years.” She cocked her head to the side. “Did you make a deal with the Mormon church? Are they in on this new America, too?”

      When he didn’t answer she changed the subject. “Where is all of this stuff getting shipped off to? Iran?”

      He laughed. “No. It will be used right here in the United States in ten days. The arrogant Americans who embargoed Iranian oil will learn what it is like to have oil production shut down.”

      “Are you going to do something to the refineries?” Berit prayed that every word they said was being recorded on the micro SD drive in her watch.

      Since she’d heard the plan, the rescue team had said very little. She hoped that meant that they were about to save her…and Matthew. She was trying desperately to keep Abd, or Joseph, or whatever the hell he wanted to call himself, distracted.

      He was a coward. He could have shot her a hundred different times, but instead, he brought her to this warehouse where Dr. Peterman was doing something to Matthew. Lambert, the name she would always think of him as, wanted the doctor to inject her with something lethal. He refused to leave Matthew's side until the procedure was complete. Berit knew she had at least until then.

      “You didn’t answer my question. Are you going to attack the refineries?” She knew she was pushing him. She could also see he was getting flustered. “You’re going to kill me anyway, so why not tell me all about your grand plan?”

      “Yes. Refineries. What better way to bring the United States to its knees?” He gave her a smug look. “This country has been sucking at the oil teat of the Middle East for a hundred years. Suddenly, the U.S. doesn’t want Iran to have the nuclear capability of others around the world. They threatened to quit buying our oil if we continued making nuclear weapons. Politics. Just an empty threat. Then the new president followed through. There was an embargo placed on Iranian oil. Our economy started to fail.”

      He paced back and forth in front of her. “It’s time the United States feels our pain.”

      “Well, that explains the C-four. What about all these food provisions?”

      “The New Islamic State has been building an Army inside the USA for years. You have to feed an army. We have soldiers embedded in every community, coast-to-coast.” He laughed. “Many of them belong to the National Guard. They won’t fight against their own brothers. They’ll turn their government-provided weapons on the men they’ve trained with. Their loyalty is to Allah.”

      “You really believe this crazy plan of yours is going to work?” Berit was a little scared that he could actually pull it off. She wondered how many hundreds, thousands had he trained, and were ready to fight for his cause.

      He strode over and backhanded her. “Shut up, you stupid bitch.”

      She could taste blood. Although her nose was bleeding, she didn’t think it was broken.

      “Fucking bastard. He just hit her.” She thought that was Logan.

      “You’re doing great, Berit. Everyone is almost in place.” That was definitely Noah Hennel.

      “Do you like hitting women? Especially defenseless ones? You’ve tied me up. Obviously, I scare you. You know I could kick the shit out of you if you hadn’t tied up my legs.” Keep feeding them as much information as possible.

      “Hey, Dr. Petersen,” she yelled. “What secret do you intend to uncover from Matthew? Or is his name Mason?”

      Lambert leaned down into her face. “What do you think you know?”

      “Oh, Lambert, I know lots of things that you don’t.”

      He grabbed a fistful of her hair and twisted, pulling it and her body upward. “Let’s just see how smart you are, bitch. If you know so much about that Syrian mission, where’s the gold?”

      “In the CIA vault on sub-level four.” Hennel’s tone was casual.

      “What?” Both Logan’s and Micah’s voices sounded in her ear.

      “Let go of my hair,” Berit said through clenched teeth.

      “On three.” Hennel counted down.
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      Micah had been on dozens of raid and rescue missions over his long career, but none hit him the way this one did.

      This was personal.

      Doubly personal.

      The warehouse was loaded with shelving units from the cement floor to the open truss ceiling. Nearly every shelf was packed. Long corridors, wide enough for two loaders to pass, stretched from one end to the other with very few breaks. A perfect killing zone.

      Someone had chosen their location well, right in the center. But that could have been more by chance than defensible design. They’d set up next to the offices which they could see to both ends of the building without much movement.

      Hennel had planned the mission well. His SOG team cleared and held the perimeter. Micah entered from the north and Logan from the south through the center doors. The distance to where the captives were held was much shorter but better guarded.

      Micah was extremely proud of Mak’s team. They were silent and deadly.

      From his hidden position fifteen feet away, he could see Berit. Her bloody wrists were tied to the sides of the sturdy metal chair. Her ankles weren’t quite as bad. For Micah, it was the rising red bruise on her face that tore at his heart.

      She’d taken that beating for them.

      When he first saw her, he wanted to charge in, killing every bad guy within range. But he couldn’t. He had to be smart. With a sniper hidden in the shelves, the battle took on a dome affect. Thank Christ for Casper. The man was silent as a ghost. He’d been able to sneak up on the sniper and take him out with his knife.

      Lambert had been easier to subdue then Micah would have imagined. Logan had him within a minute. It was a good thing Logan got to him first. Micah would have beat the shit out of him. He would’ve left the terrorist alive, barely.

      As Micah stepped into the cleared space, he was torn. The brother of his heart was sedated on a gurney with an IV dripping into him. Barrett was tied to a chair.

      The choice was taken away from him. At the all-clear, Mak sprinted to his mother and carefully cut the zip strips, trying not to induce any more pain than she’d already endured.

      Rock, designated SEAL three for this mission, held a gun to the head of the man wearing a white lab coat.

      “Shoot me, boy, and this man may die. Or go crazy.” Dr. Sydney Petersen, Micah surmised.

      “Excellent job,” Hennel announced as he walked in.

      “Director Hennel, I’m so glad you’re here. Will you please tell this soldier the point that gun somewhere else? Removing a memory cap is a very delicate procedure.” He threw his hands up in the air. “I’m already working in the most awkward circumstances.”

      “Dr. Petersen, who ordered you to change the memories and identity of this man?”

      The doctor fidgeted with the IV line, throwing glances to Lambert.

      “Use your words, doctor,” Hennel warned.

      “Joseph asked me to change his identity.” He hurried on to say, “I was new to the agency and eager to show what I can do.”

      “How much longer is this process going to take?” Logan asked.

      The doctor shifted from one foot to the other.

      “Answer the question,” Hennel demanded.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never reversed the procedure on one that has been in place this long. The subject was one of our first.” He smiled proudly. “We greatly improved the process in the past ten years. We can now embed full backgrounds into an agent so they can go undercover. When the operation is over, we just remove the cap. Keeps and maintains all memories then both past and current. It’s very effective.”

      “Hennel, should we move Matthew to a more secure location?” Micah looked around. “And cleaner?”

      “Dr. Petersen, your opinion.” Hennel was neither polite nor rude. Simply direct.

      “Moving him at this point could kill him. As I said, this is a very delicate procedure.” The doctor stared at one of the monitors. “Although he seems to be reacting within normal parameters.”

      “Dr. Petersen, you will be allowed to continue. When Matthew Saint Clare is lucid, I’ll deal with you. Until then, you better make sure he comes through.” Hennel faced Rock. “Shoot him if he does anything sudden.”

      Micah still wasn’t sure about this procedure, but obviously, Hennel was familiar with it. He exchanged a glance with Logan who immediately moved over next to their friend, carefully watching the psychiatrist.

      Berit sat on the chair she’d been tied to, Mak tenderly dealing with her wounds. He hesitated, but then kicked his own ass. He walked past Hennel as he questioned Joseph Lambert who lay face down on the floor, his hands and ankles bound behind him. Briefly, Micah wondered if being hung for treason was still legal. He’d volunteer to put the rope around the fucker’s neck.

      As he closed the distance to Berit, he could see the extent of the damage inflicted by the son of a bitch on the floor. He was by her side in three steps and fell to his knees. “Berit, my wondrous warrior, I’m so sorry.” He kissed the side of her mouth that wasn’t swollen.

      “Hi, Micah. Thanks for saving me.” Her words were rather slurred.

      “He injected her with some kind of happy juice. She is in and out of it. When she fights it, she’s pretty coherent.” Mak slowly soothed salve on her wrists. “Then she’s like this.”

      “Close your ears, Mak. What I’m about to say to your mother isn’t something a son needs to hear, nor a SEAL of his CO.” But they were words that he needed to tell her.

      Mak grabbed the medic bag he’d been using. “Why don’t you finish her up? I’m going to go check everybody else.”

      “Thank you.” And he meant it from the bottom of his heart.

      “Berit, are you with me?” He stared into her eyes. Her pupils were pinpoints.

      “Yep. I’m listening.” She blinked rapidly, as though trying to focus on his face.

      “I was an ass Sunday night. I said things…I was mean. You didn’t deserve to be treated that way.” He dropped his forehead to meet hers. “I was scared…” He whispered. “When Hennel said you were missing…”

      He rubbed his cheek against hers as he leaned back. “Can we try over again? Clean slate?”

      She slowly shook her head side to side. “Nope. No can do.”

      His heart sank into the pit of his stomach and roiled. He didn’t beg. No woman was worth that. Then he studied her battered face and changed his mind. Berit was worth it.

      “Can’t start over.” She awkwardly lifted her hands to his face. “Because I think I’m in love with you. Nope. I’m sure. So, if I’m already there, how can I do that all over again? All we can do is move from this point forward.” She leaned in and bumped her forehead against his. “Can we have more sex?” She hadn’t whispered.

      He lifted her chin and gently kissed her lips. Hugging her, he whispered in her ear, “I thought I was falling in love with you, too. But now I’m sure. I love you, Berit. And yes, we can have all the sex you want.”

      “Good.” The word came out as three syllables. “I’m really tired. We can start with morning sex.” She closed her eyes and fell into a deep sleep.

      Micah finished dressing her wounds, then carried her to his SUV. He was tempted to take her to the Saint Clare’s’, but decided she’d sleep better in her own bed.

      Once at her home, he stripped her torn, dirty clothing off but took a moment to admire the gorgeous body in nothing but a red bra and matching lacy panties. After placing her in bed and covering her, he shucked off his own clothes, and crawled in behind her, holding her throughout the night.

      He could sleep that way the rest of his life.
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      Christmas afternoon at the Saint Clare home was exhausting and invigorating. Matthew—since he decided to stick with that name—and Elizabeth had invited everyone to join them for a few hours to celebrate.

      The last time they’d been together, they were all standing vigil as Matthew recovered from his memory cap removal. When he stabilized at the warehouse, they’d moved him to his own bed. No one wanted to leave until they were assured their friend was going to be okay.

      Although the SOG team disappeared when they transported Matthew, Mak and his friends decided to camp out at the Saint Clare’s’ until Kenzi awoke. She slept through the entire night, obviously worn out from playing with the other children.

      During the long night on Friday and part of Saturday, Dr. Petersen, at gunpoint, slowly brought both Mason and Matthew back to the present day. Elizabeth explained everything to those gathered. Like Micah, Logan and Teagan had a hard time accepting that the two men were one and the same.

      When fully awake early Saturday afternoon, Matthew got to watch Dr. Sydney Petersen put under arrest for treason and taken away to a CIA holding facility by Noah Hennel. In the hours that followed, Matt and Elizabeth had decided not to tell Austin until he was old enough to handle the truth. They asked all their friends, which now included Berit, to honor their decision and be careful any time they discussed that subject.

      Berit was astounded that medical science had progressed to the point where someone could actually become a different person. Leave it to the CIA to take the fullest advantage of that process. She’d personally examine the ethical side of that capability and suggest changes if needed. With her promotion, she could do that in her current job.

      Screams and giggles erupted from the family room. At least three conversations were going on at the same time in the living room. After this was over, Berit was going to need a nap. Preferably with Micah curled up beside her in post-orgasmic bliss.

      Knee-deep in gift wrap and high on Santa’s presents, the children had declared the family room an adult-free zone. The table was laden with leftovers and half a dozen desserts she’d brought.

      Berit and Micah sat next to Teagan and Logan on the chairs brought from the dining room as the adults congregated in the living room. Noah Hennel sat in one of the wingback chairs, sipping some of Micah’s scotch. Because it was Christmas, he also shared it with Mak, Casper, Rock, and Py. Matthew wasn’t allowed to drink alcohol, just yet.

      “I hate to talk business, Director Hennel, but I haven’t seen anything in the papers about Joseph Lambert being arrested for treason.” Elizabeth sipped her bubbling grape juice and unconsciously rubbed her distended belly.

      “And you won’t. We prefer to deal with matters in-house, for security reasons.” Hennel grinned. “Technically, legally, he has been taken into custody by the Central Intelligence Agency under the Homeland Security laws. While we conduct a thorough and extensive investigation, he’ll remain a guest of the agency.”

      “Was the attack on the refineries stopped?” Berit hadn’t been in to work all week, so she wasn’t current on the latest reports. She probably could have accessed them from her laptop, but she’d been busy. Although she loved her time with Kenzi, Mak had to learn to be a single parent. She’d accomplished the goal twenty-five years ago without her mother to dote and lift the responsibilities from time to time. But since her kidnapping, Micah had been by her side almost constantly. Not that she was complaining. She loved the man. And showed him as often as possible.

      Hennel’s deep baritone voice brought her back to the conversation. “We believe so.”

      Oh, yeah, the refineries, she remembered.

      “We’ve turned everything we found on disabling the refineries over to Homeland Security.” He chuckled. “By the way, there are hundreds of Homeland agents all over the United States that are cursing all of you, because they’re working today. They haven’t stopped since we shared thousands of files with them. They were certainly organized. To their downfall, they kept impeccable records.”

      Hennel sipped before continuing. “This should hit the news today. Agents raided three training camps last night. One in Pennsylvania, one in Kansas, and one in upstate Washington. They’re going to be cataloging the weapons retrieved for months. The agency's containment areas are already bursting. This was the biggest bust ever for them. They’re guaranteed whatever funding they want for the next several years.”

      “Is there any way of tracking down their graduates who had already moved into neighborhoods?” Teagan asked. She cocked her head toward Berit. “She filled us in.”

      “They deserved to know.” Berit defended her actions.

      “No argument from me.” Hennel sipped some scotch and smiled. “This is damn good.” He looked at the corner of the couch where Elizabeth sat cuddled in Matthew’s arms. “You can buy me a bottle of this anytime you want.”

      Matthew chuckled. “I’m going to need one hell of a raise to keep you in twenty-five-year-old scotch.” His face turned serious. “Is Dr. Petersen going to be tried as a traitor?”

      “I’m not sure. He will if I have anything to say about it.” He glanced over at her. “Dwayne Johnson will also be joining the doctor and Lambert in our underground facilities.”

      “He was in on it?” That surprised her.

      Hennel nodded. “He was actually the first. Johnson and Lambert were roommates at college, back when computers were first coming into their own. Johnson was a whiz kid and the recruiting department chased him hard. As soon as he got hired, he changed Lambert’s background so he’d qualify. Sydney Petersen was brought in under Lambert. Records back then are sketchy, but we have analysts working on it now.”

      “Does any of this relate to Marsha Davis’s murder?” Logan’s question was a good one, Berit thought.

      Hennel looked down at the brown liquid in his glass. When he lifted his head, his gaze went to Teagan. “Yes. Joseph Lambert confessed to the murder of Marsha Davis. He will be charged, but most likely with second degree. According to him, he was looking for incriminating evidence when Marsha walked in on him. He shot her then staged the room. He would’ve gotten away with murder if the six of you hadn’t investigated. Lambert is going away for a long time. Because of his position with the agency, we can’t afford the publicity, so there won’t be a public trial. I’m sorry, but you’ll have to take my word, but Joseph Lambert will die in jail.”

      “All of this was because of hidden bars of gold.” Micah grabbed the bottle and refilled everyone’s glass. “How did you end up with them?”

      Hennel smiled appreciatively as Micah poured three fingers. “I watched the entire mission from a distance. My SOG team and I walked the site before you were even in the air. We found the gold. Took it. My team couldn’t bring you out. We weren’t supposed to be there, so I called in the SEALs to get you.”

      Micah shook his head. “All that time, the gold was sitting right there in the building where Lambert went to work every day.”

      Hennel shrugged. “Now that we know that it actually belongs to Nassar al-Jamil, it will get frozen along with all his other assets. I talked with Tom Callahan, the Deputy Director of the agency, and we’re putting al-Jamil at the top of ten most wanted terrorist list. He should’ve been on there for years.”

      “I’ll look forward to assigning a SOG team to go after his ass,” Matthew said.

      “Callahan already has a team in mind. They are new, and although they trained with us, they technically work for Homeland Security.” He chuckled. “Al-Jamil is never going to see this team coming.”

      Berit yawned. “I’m so sorry.” She stood. “Thank you, Elizabeth and Matthew. I think it’s time I take my boys, and my granddaughter, home. I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted.”

      “Please take these desserts home with you,” Elizabeth begged. “They are so delicious, but my doctor has warned me about gaining more weight since I’m not getting any exercise.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Saint Clare,” Rock said as he picked up several of the desserts. “I love dessert. I don’t care if it means fifty more push-ups, Momma Barker’s brownies are worth it.”

      With all the baby equipment, it took almost ten minutes to get everybody out the door. Mak and the men had driven over together after Kenzi woke up from her morning nap.

      Alone in Micah’s SUV, the quiet was comforting after the level of intensity of the day. He reached over and took her hand. “The real estate agent called me yesterday. I need to sign that lease tomorrow if I’m going to move in the first of the year.”

      “Are you fishing for an invitation to move in with me?” She could go for that.

      “No. I was wondering if you would be interested in moving into a house? With me, of course. After spending so much time at the Saint Clare’s’, I feel like I need space. Kenzi could have her own bedroom, and Mak seems to travel with a pack, so we need at least four bedrooms, and a big recreation room. Maybe a pool table.”

      “Maybe a pool,” she suggested.

      He grinned at her. “Definitely a hot tub.”

      “So, just to be clear, what are you suggesting?” She didn’t believe she was ready for marriage, but she liked the idea of living with Micah.

      “Us. I suggest we give it a try. I’m asking you something I’ve never asked of another woman. Will you move in with me?”

      “If there’s a hot tub,” she teased. “Or a pool. Or better yet, both.” She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “Have I told you today how much I love you?”

      “You just did. When we get to your house, you can show me how much you love me. It’s your turn to change the next dirty diaper.”

      

      
        
        The End
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