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PROLOGUE

Sophia kissed him.

Dave Malkoff sat there, on a standard-issue stool in a generic travelers’ bar off the lobby of an equally unremarkable Sacramento hotel, as Sophia. Kissed. Him.

It wasn’t an accident. She hadn’t lost her balance and bumped into his lips with hers. No, no, that was her tongue lazily but quite intentionally exploring the inside of his mouth, her fingers in the hair at the nape of his neck, her lovely, lithe body pressing against him until she hit the barrier of the wooden seat between his open legs and could get no closer.

She tasted both sweet and salty, like the wine she’d been drinking mere moments ago, like the tears he knew she’d shed when the news had come down that James Nash was dead.

Dave’s stomach twisted and his heart clenched, and he almost— almost—pulled away to ask Sophia if this—this kiss, this embrace—was some kind of knee-jerk reaction to her grief over the loss of their friend and co-worker.

Co-worker.

The word made it sound as if he and Sophia and Nash had adjoining cubicles in some fluorescent-lit office somewhere. Instead, their co-worker had been gunned down as a result of their Troubleshooters Incorporated team—with Dave as reluctant leader—having taken on a no-pay assignment that went bad.

And yes, thanks in part to Nash’s sacrifice, the rest of the team was finally safe—including all of the hostages that had been taken.

Hostages that included Sophia Ghaffari.

Who was now kissing him.

Him. As in David Malkoff.

She was kissing him as a direct result of his having, earlier that day, blurted out the fact that he was in love with her, making this entire situation even that much more bizarre.

It was only in his wildest dreams that he’d ever imagined confessing his feelings. He and Sophia were friends, buddies, pals. For years, he’d been terrified of ruining their comfortable relationship by revealing the pathetic truth. For years, he’d convinced himself that he was content to love this incredible woman from afar—to keep his feelings for her hidden, unrequited and pure.

And in those wildest dreams, if he did fantasize summoning the courage to speak his heart, he’d never imagined her reacting with anything other than kindness. She’d wince at the thought of hurting him, then gently pat his hand while telling him how much she valued his loyalty and friendship.

The idea that she might actually consider his announcement something of value, and then try to touch his tonsils with her tongue, had never, ever crossed his boggled mind.

And yet, this was the reality in which he now lived.

A reality in which her breasts were soft against his chest. A reality in which she angled her head and opened her mouth wider so that he could lick his way into her mouth. And dear God, the sensation of Sophia’s tongue against his own flooded him with a wave of heat and need so intense his knees went weak—thank God he was sitting down.

And still she kissed him, right there in that extremely public bar, in the very hotel where a large number of their other co-workers from Trouble -shooters Incorporated were also staying. Anyone could walk in and see them. Their boss, Tom Paoletti. Tom’s second-in-command, Alyssa Locke. Their mutual friend and James Nash’s former partner, Lawrence Decker.

And okay, thinking about Decker instead of focusing his full attention on the fact that he was kissing Sophia was probably not the smartest thing Dave had ever done.

Sure enough, as if she’d read his mind, Sophia finally ended the kiss.

She pulled back, the tip of her tongue a pink flash against her lips, as if she were savoring the taste of him—though she was more likely cleaning up any excess saliva he’d left behind because, face it, when it came to kissing, he was sorely out of practice. But then there they were, his heart damn near pounding out of his chest, that soft lower lip he’d just thoroughly and intimately enjoyed now caught between Sophia’s teeth as she gazed searchingly at him, a question—or maybe it was just blanket uncertainty—in her crystal blue eyes.

Dave had to laugh, because the idea that she could kiss him like that and remain at all doubtful as to his enthusiastically positive response was ridiculous.

His arms were still around her. She was still standing between his legs, her fingers still playing with his hair, which felt about four million times better than he’d ever imagined. She smiled then, too, laughter lines crinkling the corners of eyes that both glistened with sadness and sparkled with life. She was so beautiful—and even more gorgeous inside, in her generous soul—that he couldn’t speak.

So he kissed her again.

As he lowered his mouth to hers, before he closed his eyes, he caught a glimpse of Sam Starrett—a co-worker from the San Diego office and husband to company XO Alyssa Locke—in the mirror behind the bar.

“Whoa,” he was pretty sure he heard Sam say as the kiss Dave had intended to be as sweet and tender as the one Sophia had just given him turned into something else. Something molten and powerful and scary as hell—or it would have been had this woman not turned to fire in his arms. She was kissing him back with the same amount of need, molding herself to him even as he damn near crushed her in his arms.

And when he pulled back—because, God!—she was breathing as hard as he was. Again, she just stood there, this time her forehead pressed against his as she labored to catch her breath.

“We should probably … um …” Dave couldn’t do more than whisper, couldn’t really figure out what they should do, other than get out of there, because, yes, that was Alyssa in the lobby right outside the bar door, talking on her cell phone.

“Go.” Sophia finished his sentence for him, pulling back to nod her agreement.

Somehow Dave let go of her, and she gathered up her jacket—a huge Windbreaker that one of the paramedics had given her some hours ago, to ward off the chill of the evening in the mountains. She also took her wineglass and his mug of beer, both of which had magically been refilled, no doubt by the attentive barkeep, and headed briskly for the door.

Dave couldn’t walk out of there without adjusting his pants, so he tried to do it surreptitiously—and failed. It was a stare-into-space, grab-and-pull kind of move, only he managed to meet Sam Starrett’s eyes in the bar mirror. Dave quickly looked away, but it was too late. He saw speculation in the former SEAL’s eyes. Surprise was there, too—a heavy dollop of Sophia’s with Malkoff? No way… But it was the speculation—where were they going and what were they going to do when they got there?— that bothered Dave and made him stop at Starrett’s bar stool instead of following Sophia out the door.

“It’s been a long day,” Dave told his immediate superior’s husband. “I’m just going to see Sophia up to her room.”

Almost as handsome as James Nash had been, Starrett was Texas-born and -raised, with a cowboy drawl and good ol’ boy attitude, both of which came and went at whim. He’d draped his long, rangy frame on one of the stools, his booted foot claiming possession of another for his wife—no doubt his version of “save, save, super-save.” His Texas-sky eyes were guarded as he met Dave’s gaze, as he tactfully didn’t call Dave’s obvious bullshit. “I’m sorry for your loss, Malkoff. I didn’t know Nash all that well, but he was …” Sam cleared his throat. “He’ll be missed.” He looked at Sophia, who’d come back into the bar to see what had slowed Dave down. “I’m glad you’re safe, though. You must be feeling, uh …” Another throat clearage. “You know, relief can be a pretty consuming emotion, so—”

“Which is why I’m seeing Sophia to her room,” Dave cut him off. “Good night.”

As he turned and headed for the door, his hand against Sophia’s back, he could feel Starrett’s gaze following them.

She was silent as they went toward the elevator, as they joined two elderly women, one with a walker, who were waiting for the lift to arrive.

Dave took his mug and had a healthy slug of his beer. The door opened with a ding, and after the little old lady faction had boarded, he let Sophia go first. He didn’t need to ask what floor she was on. They’d checked in at the same time—he knew they were both on four.

The door closed and as the elevator groaned its way upward Dave felt Sophia reach out and touch him, her fingers hooking on his belt at the back of his pants. He didn’t dare look at her, didn’t dare touch her, didn’t dare say a word. He just kept his eyes on the numbers appearing above the door. Two. Come on. Three. God, this thing was slow.

Four. Finally. The number lit but the elevator seemed to hover in limbo for eons before a bell rang and the doors opened.

And then they were alone in the hall, and the elevator door was closing, and Sophia finally spoke. “What you told Sam,” she said, leading him down the corridor as she fished in her pocket for her key card. “You weren’t… Were you …” She laughed and started again as she took the card from its paper folder and slid it into the lock. “He’s right, you know. About relief being …” The green light flashed and the lock clicked, and Sophia grabbed the handle and opened the door, holding it there as she turned to look up at him, her pretty face somber. “That’s not what this is.”

Dave nodded as he looked, hard, into her eyes. “I know,” he whispered. He also knew what—precisely—this was. The first runner-up could still get the prize if the real winner bowed out.

If had become when over the past few weeks as Troubleshooters team leader Lawrence Decker had made it profoundly clear that he had no room in his life for Sophia, who’d fancied herself in love with him for years. No doubt about it—the man was a moron to have pushed her away.

But he had. And now Sophia claimed that she’d come to terms with the fact that sitting around and waiting for Decker to get a moron-ectomy wasn’t going to get her the things she wanted. A home with a man who loved her. A family.

“You coming in?” she asked, holding the door open and turning back to look at him as he leaned there against the wall.

With her shimmering blond hair, delicately featured face, gracefully shaped mouth, perfect nose, huge blue eyes, that fairy-princess point to her chin, Dave found her to be so beautiful, his throat ached. Or maybe it was aching because he knew—as her best friend and confidant for so many years—just how damaged she truly was. He knew how hard she’d worked to regain the semblance of a normal life, to overcome the violence and tragedy of her past.

He also knew that she hadn’t had sex in years.

Neither had he. Which she, of course as his best friend, also knew.

This was going to be … Dave searched for the correct adjective. Terrifying was up there with amazing and miraculous. Was there a word that included all three? Thrilling wasn’t quite right and …

“You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” she said, and he realized that his delay in response had retriggered her uncertainty.

“I’m an idiot,” he said, coming inside and closing the door behind him, leaning on it so that it latched, throwing the bolt and the night lock, too. “I was just relishing the moment and—”

“Are you scared?” she interrupted.

He blinked at her directness. “Yes, but not for the reasons you think.”

She smiled at that.

Dave had to smile, too, as he looked around the room for a place to put down his beer mug. “We don’t exactly have a lot of secrets, do we?”

“I still have a few,” she admitted as she put her jacket over the desk chair and kicked off her shoes. “And I’m betting you do, too.”

The room was standard as far as hotels went. Nice enough in size, with a neutral décor that neither pleased nor offended, and a king-sized bed that he forced himself not to look at. There was a cluster of furniture—a small table and several chairs—over by the windows, and he headed toward its relative neutrality.

“I’m not scared,” she told him as she set her wineglass down on the bedside table. “At least I wasn’t while you were kissing me. Which is something I desperately want you to do again. Which is going to be difficult with you over there and me over here.”

“I’m trying to give you space,” Dave told her through a heart that was securely lodged in his throat. She desperately wanted him to kiss her again.

“No, thank you,” she said.

“Because, see, we should probably talk and I’m not sure I can do that with your tongue in my mouth. Which is not to say I didn’t completely enjoy—”

“We can talk more later. If we need to. I mean, we’ve talked for years.” She held out her hand to him and his feet moved toward her of their own volition.

So he spoke quickly. “It’s occurred to me that it’s been a while since either of us have taken a shower.”

Sophia went still. It wasn’t so much that her expression changed, because it didn’t. She didn’t move, she didn’t say anything, but Dave stopped short, knowing that he’d somehow said the exact wrong thing.

And in a flash he remembered her telling him—haltingly—about her captivity, about how the other women would bathe her. They’d put perfume in her hair and on her body, dress her completely in white—the better for the blood to show, should a man prefer that sort of thing.

“I meant me,” he added hastily. “I’m pretty sure I reek—”

“I love the way you smell,” Sophia told him, tears in her eyes because she knew he knew. And likewise he knew she knew he was now— absolutely—terrified of making another insensitive blunder. “I’ve always loved the way you smell.”

“Really?” Dork that he was, his voice actually cracked, but she didn’t seem to notice or care as she nodded. He took her hands. “Soph …” Tell me what to do, what you need. …

She answered his unspoken question. “Just kiss me the way you kissed me downstairs.”

He pulled her close, and she went up on her toes to meet him halfway as he covered her mouth with his own. He didn’t try for tender, didn’t go for sweet—not that it would have made a difference if he had, because trying to wrangle the heat that sprang up instantly between them would have been as futile as trying to put out a five-alarm fire with a baby blanket.

He wasn’t sitting down this time—there was no bar stool to keep her from pressing herself fully against him, so she did and it was all he could do to keep standing. He was still aroused from those first kisses, a fact that he was no longer able to hide from her. Not that she seemed to mind.

In fact, on the contrary, she looped one leg around him, as if she wanted him closer, and God, now his hands were on her perfect rear end, pulling her more tightly against him as he kissed her and kissed her.

He could feel her pull his T-shirt free from his jeans, feel the coolness of her hands against his back as she pushed the shirt up in an obvious attempt to get it off.

It made sense that she would want to undress him—she was in control, this was her choice. And he had just decided that he’d stand there, doing the one thing he was certain she liked—kissing her—when she pulled her mouth free to whisper, “Help me.”

So he did, yanking his shirt up and over his head, while she rid herself of her own shirt, then kissed him again, as if she couldn’t bear to spend too many seconds without his mouth on hers.

He was living his most cherished fantasy. He’d been granted his heart’s one desire. No doubt about it, at some point during this past total suckfest of a day, he’d done something really right to be here now. His mind raced as he ran his hands across the softness of her back, her shoulders, her arms, aware as hell—despite the fact that his eyes were closed— that Sophia was pressed against him, nearly skin to skin, in her bra. Which, for the record, was white and sweetly lacy with a tiny pink flower sewn between her perfect breasts.

He could feel her hands at the waist of his jeans. She opened his belt buckle like a pro—okay, don’t think that—unfastened the button, found the zipper pull and…

Famine, disease, drought. Dave fought to focus, but it wasn’t until he conjured up a picture of James Nash, with a white sheet being pulled over his head, that he knew for sure that he wasn’t going to embarrass himself by coming in Sophia’s ridiculously soft hands.

Of course, now he had to fight not to cry, and he was certain, without a doubt, that bursting into tears would be far more embarrassing than ejaculating within three seconds of Sophia’s touch. Although both were to be avoided, if possible.

So he gently moved her hands to a less sensitive spot, as he lifted his head and admitted, “It’s been a while, and I’m … afraid that …”

She stepped back, stepped out of her pants while he did the same. She hesitated, though—even if only briefly. Anyone who didn’t know her as well as he did might’ve missed it. But she did hesitate, glancing over her shoulder at the mirror behind her before unfastening her bra and slipping her panties down her smooth, perfect legs.

The mirror behind her…

The light was dim enough that he could barely see the scars from her captivity—the largest one being on the small of her back. But he knew— as she did—that they were there.

And Dave also knew, with a seemingly brilliant stroke of insight, what to do, what to say to this gorgeous, naked woman standing there, so vulnerably, before him. “In truth,” he said, his voice raspy, hoarse to his own ears, as he pulled her close and touched her, skimming his hands across all that gorgeous, gleaming skin, across her breasts, her stomach, her back, and yes, even her fading scars, “it has nothing to do with how long it’s been and everything to do with you. I’ve always found you completely irresistible. Always.”

She lifted her head to smile up at him, but her trepidation was still there, in her eyes.

So he kissed her—kissed her and tugged her back with him, so that they fell, together, onto that bed. Deep in the recesses of his brain, he knew he should be careful not to be on top of her. He should loosen his grip so that she never felt restricted or overpowered. He should let her remain in control.

But she clung to him, opening her legs to pull him closer, wrapping her arms and legs around him, her hand on his butt, pushing him even more tightly against her, her breath hot against his ear as she reached between them with her other hand. “Dave. I want …”

Her fingers closed around him, leaving no doubt in his mind exactly what she wanted and when she wanted it—him, and right now. She shifted her hips and he felt her yield to him. She was soft and slick and tight around him, and as he slid into paradise he knew there was something he had yet to do or say, but when he opened his mouth, “God, I love you,” came blurting out.

They were the exact same words that had gotten him here, and once again, it was the right thing to say. Sophia laughed, but there was a catch in her voice, and he lifted his head to look into her eyes as she held him there, tightly inside of her, as intimately joined as two people could possibly be.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “For saying that.”

“It’s true.”

Her eyes filled with tears, and she reached for him, pulling his head down and kissing him, moving against him, beneath him, as best she could with his weight on top of her.

But the sight of those tears haunted him and he had to ask. “Are you sure you’re—”

“I’m good,” she said. “I’m great. I’m unbelievably … Oh, Dave, I need … More … Of you. … Please …”

More of him. Okay.

He moved with her then, carefully, slowly, and she seemed to like that—“Oh, yeah …”—so he didn’t speed up. The friction was incredible, the sensation sheer bliss—as if he were being stroked by the softest of hands, except not really, because it was even better than that.

Kathy/Anise had liked sex hard and fast, and she’d always, always been running the show, even when she’d been beneath him. It had been 180 degrees different than these long, slow withdrawals, and equally endless deep, deep thrusts that made Sophia moan—dear God, much more of this and he was going to lose it—except what the hell was he doing thinking about Kathy now when he was making love to Sophia—Jesus, he was making love to Sophia. Dave wondered inanely if she were thinking of Decker or maybe her dead husband, Dimitri, or even some distant, long-ago lover that she’d let slip away, and there was no way he could compete against any of them, except now he was way too much inside of his head so he tried to clear his thoughts of everything but this intense, mind-blowing pleasure he was feeling—that she was feeling, too.

“So good …,” she breathed. “So good.”

Good didn’t begin to cover it, but good was better than bad, it was better than get me out of here, don’t touch me, get your fucking hands offa me…

Good couldn’t kill you, except Dave was dying, he was choking, he was drowning, and he didn’t want to die, but Jesus, he didn’t want to go back to that basement with the bright light and the questions and the pain.

They’d taken all of his fingernails off his right hand and had made it clear they were ready to start on his left because they hadn’t caught on that he was stronger than anything they could throw at him. The waterboarding, the electric shocks, the blows to his face and body…

He just ran to Sophia in his mind, losing himself in his vivid memories of the too-short time they’d shared. Seven weeks. It had been slightly more than seven weeks since that first night.

His favorite escape was to go back to that night, to that very first time they’d made love. While it wasn’t the best sex they’d had—because God, they’d had a lot of sex in seven weeks, even with both of them out of town for part of that time—it was, for him at least, among the sweetest.

Although this time the monsters had gone too far but then pulled him back before he’d had the chance—in his mind—to reach his very favorite part. To make Sophia come. Which pissed the shit out of him.

They yanked the rag from his throat, hauled him up, and bent him over so the water they’d forced into him left his stomach and lungs as he coughed and choked and vomited his way back to reality—which sucked ass.

He fucking hated it here, yet his body gasped for air, tears streaming down his face as he puked even more, as he spit out a tooth that he must’ve broken as he’d savagely bit at that rag they’d stuffed in his mouth.

Here in the land of light and pain, those beautiful weeks that he’d spent with Sophia seemed distant and blurred, like a rapidly fading dream—only he knew it had happened. He knew that, in her own way, Sophia loved him, that she’d been ready and willing—and yes, even eager—to spend the rest of her life with him.

Dave clung to that truth, like a distant echo of the most beautiful, pure music cutting through the cacophony of angry demands and the shrill buzz of pain.

It was his love for Sophia, his memories of their time together, that was keeping him sane, keeping him alive, although it wouldn’t help him for much longer—he knew that, too. He could feel his already damaged body weakening—the infection from his knife wound getting more severe with each passing hour. And each time it was harder to come back.

But back he was, and he waited, still gasping and coughing, for the questions that would come. And for the blows that would follow when, once again, he failed to give his captors the information they wanted.

His world had shrunk to four absolute truths.

He loved Sophia—heart, body, and soul.

He would die before betraying his teammates, his friends.

He was going to die. He knew that when these monsters who were torturing him finally realized that they could not break him, they would, unflinchingly, put a bullet in his head or slash a knife across his throat.

And the fourth truth?

Dave knew that Sophia was—at that very moment—in the company of Lawrence Decker. Deck—who loved her almost as much as Dave did.

And the jealousy and resentment he’d always felt, the green monster that, for years, Dave had never quite been able to tame, had changed. Over the past nightmarish blur of hours it had been twisted and crushed and turned into something hard and gleaming and clean. A gem of emotion—pure and brilliant.

It shone through his pain, brighter even than any of his other truths.

Because Dave knew with faith as solid as stone that Decker would keep Sophia safe from harm.

And for that, Dave would be eternally grateful, even after his last breath had left his lungs.




CHAPTER
ONE

FOUR DAYS EARLIER SUNDAY

If Dave had known, before he’d picked up the phone, how much trouble this one call would cause, he would’ve let it go directly to voice mail.

But it was Sunday morning, and he was enjoying—very much—the experience of surfing the cable TV news channels from the comfort of Sophia’s bed.

He loved hanging out in the bedroom of her little apartment, and not just because most of the time he was in here of late, he was in the process of taking off Sophia’s clothes.

Though she’d lived in this tiny second-floor walk-up for far fewer years than he’d inhabited his spacious and still-spartan condo, she’d turned this place into a real home. Her furnishings were unique—quirky, mismatched pieces she’d picked up in flea markets and painted in the vibrant colors of the Mediterranean. Rich blues in a variety of shades mingled with bright yellows, warm reds, and a green that brought to mind the newness of spring. Artwork—some of it her own, and quite good—hung on the walls. The open windows were covered by full, gauzy curtains that shimmered and breathed with the breeze. A ceiling fan was kept always running, moving at its lowest, laziest speed.

Last week Sophia had moved the TV into the room for him—an admitted news junkie—and as the phone rang again, he pushed the remote control’s mute button as he shouted to her, in the bathroom, “You want me to get that?”

Sophia had just turned on the water, and as he heard the shower door clunk shut, she called back, “You don’t have to.”

Dave should’ve ignored it and turned off the TV and gone into the bathroom to help Sophia wash herself in those hard-to-reach places, but he was an idiot. He was still on a high from last night, when his plane had landed and he’d turned on his phone to find that she’d called him while he was in the air. Five times.

She’d gotten home several days early from her own business trip to Denver and—of course, because he had purposely neglected to tell her of his own international trek—was wondering where he was. She was cooking dinner, although, honestly? After four days apart? They were going to be eating late.

Dave had called her immediately, headed straight to her place, where she’d jumped him the moment he’d walked in the door—as if she’d been as starved for his touch as he’d been for hers.

Incredibly, it wasn’t the fabulous sex they’d had right there in her living room that had made his day, week, year—no, life. It was later, after dinner, with Sophia drowsy, her head on his shoulder, as they were about to fall asleep, telling him that she’d missed him, and that she slept much better—as in, she didn’t have her usual nightmares—when she spent the night in his arms.

It seemed the perfect segue for him to ask her about those nightmares—a topic they’d both shied away from, for years. And this time, he was ready for it. This time, he knew the questions to ask.

But then she’d added that, in the morning if he wanted her to, she’d clear out a drawer for him, maybe make him some space in her closet… ?

If he wanted her to?

Dave had answered by kissing her, and she’d kissed him back, and they’d made love again—slowly this time. Sweetly. She’d breathed his name on a sigh and she’d fallen asleep almost immediately after, leaving him holding her in his arms, with his heart so full his chest actually hurt.

But now, in the light of morning, the TV, the empty drawer, and the closet space weren’t enough for Dave. Nuh-uh. No, sir. He had to further stake his claim here in Sophia’s life by answering the telephone on her bedside table at 10:37 on a sunny Sunday morning, with a voice still rusty and deep from a satisfying night made up only partially of sleep.

“Hello?”

There was a hesitation—an indrawn breath—as if the person on the other end were surprised to hear someone male pick up the phone. That’s right. Uh-huh. He was so the man. He was the dude with the cojones grande who was going to get his very own drawer here in Sophia’s pretty bedroom.

“May I speak to Sophia?” The voice, when it finally came, was female, older, with a hint of Great Britain in its precise enunciation.

“I’m afraid she’s indisposed,” Dave said. “May I take a message?”

“Please. Will you ask her to call her Aunt Maureen?” She pronounced it ahhnt, rather than like the insect. “Maureen Miles. I’m her father’s sister… ?”

Oh, no.

“Yes,” Dave said. “Of course. Hi. Sophia’s, um, told me about you. From Boston, right? I’m Dave. Her…” What? Boyfriend? Lover? Bedroom-drawer guy? They’d talked about a lot of things over the past weeks, but they’d never precisely defined what their relationship now was.

Maureen Miles didn’t seem to care. There was more to her message. “Will you let her know that her father’s back in the hospital?”

Shit. “I’m sorry to hear that,” Dave said. “Mass General again?”

Another brief pause. “Yes. The doctors have given him only a few days this time, and he would like, very much, to see his daughter. I should think she owes him at least that much—”

“I’m sorry,” Dave cut her off. “With all due respect, ma’am, do we live in the same universe? Because in the reality-based one where I reside, Sophia owes him nothing.”

“He’s her father,” the woman said.

“He may have contributed his sperm to the creative process,” Dave said tartly, “but in my opinion he lost the right to call himself Daddy a few decades ago.”

She was silent again for a moment, but she was just regrouping. She hadn’t given up. “Please tell her that he’s being moved into hospice in a few days.”

“I’ll give her the message,” Dave said, a but heavy in his tone, and the woman hung up without a thank-you.

He dropped the handset into the phone’s cradle and flopped back onto Sophia’s pillows, staring up at the spinning ceiling fan.

From the bathroom, he heard the sound of the water shutting off, the shower door opening. Sophia’s melodic voice. “We need to get moving if we’re going to make it to Encinitas by noon.”

What? Dave lifted his head and aimed his voice toward the bathroom door. “Noon? Wait a minute, why?”

She appeared in the doorway, gloriously naked, drying herself with a towel, her wet hair slicked back from her face. She was one of those women who were even more beautiful when not wearing makeup.

Or clothes.

It was hard to think or listen when Sophia was naked, and he’d obviously not heard her response to his question, because she gave him her I’m repeating myself because you’re staring at me blankly smile and said, again, “The main parking lot’ll fill up by noon.”

“Seriously?” Dave sat up, struggling to make sense of her words. “Are we talking about the same thing? The parking lot’ll fill up? For a flea market?”

“Antique show,” she corrected him, heading out of sight, back to the sink, where she kept a collection of bottles and jars of lotion, each one of them smelling sweeter than the last. If he hurried, he could watch her smooth some onto her arms and legs, her stomach and breasts.

As he skidded to a stop in the bathroom, she met his eyes in the mirror. “You know, we don’t have to go.”

“I want to.” He opened the shower door and turned on the water. “The thrill of the hunt, the excitement of finding a treasure hidden in with the trash, the hours tromping through the brain-meltingly hot sun with the four million other people who helped us fill up the main parking lot before noon, who are hoping to find the exact same perfect cabinet for the kitchen before we do, so maybe we’ll have to win a duel or probably a spelling bee in order to gain ownership … I’m totally there, T-H-E-R-E.”

Sophia had turned around to look at him, her gaze traveling below his waist, her lower lip caught between her teeth as she tried not to smile— and failed. “You either really love antiques, or you’re lying through your teeth.” She reached out and wrapped her fingers around him as she gave up and laughed. “I’m going to go with lying through your teeth.”

Dave laughed, too, as she stroked him, as she smiled up into his eyes. “Obviously I’d anticipated a different morning agenda,” he told her. “But I’m a grown-up. I can multi-task. I can both be your antique-hunting partner and spend the day imagining all the ways I’m going to make you come after we get home.”

“Hmm,” she said, swaying closer, the tips of her breasts brushing his chest as she pressed his erection against the softness of her stomach. “Or we can say the heck with the main parking area, and take the PITA shuttle from the south lot.”

“South lot,” he repeated, unable to keep himself from touching her, his fingers sliding across her silky, clean, lotion-sweet skin. “There’s a south lot?”

Sophia nodded, then jumped up, wrapping her arms around his neck, her legs around his waist, like a piggyback ride in reverse.

“I love the south lot,” Dave told her as he grabbed her to keep her from slipping off him, her perfect derriere filling his hands. And God, this was unlike any other piggyback ride he’d ever given anyone, because she shifted and pushed him hard and deep inside of her. “Holy shit.”

She pulled back to look at him, laughter lighting her face and making her eyes sparkle and dance. “New one, huh?” she asked as she began to move against him.

He nodded. “Oh, yeah.” His experience with sex, pre-Sophia, was ridiculously limited, and she knew it because, well, he’d told her the truth.

They’d talked about a lot of things in those first few days A.S.—after Sacramento—and while he hadn’t been ready to go into full, gory detail about his farce of a relationship with Kathy-slash-Anise, he had confessed to Sophia that his full sexual oeuvre was limited to five interactions with one woman who didn’t particularly like him, even though she’d pretended otherwise.

Sophia hadn’t fainted at that news, no doubt because her own baggage was also quite cumbersome when it came to sex.

That first morning they’d woken up in each other’s arms, they’d made a promise to be honest in regard to their intimacy—since it was a potential minefield for both of them.

So, yes. Having sex standing up in the middle of the bathroom was a new one for him. Although there really wasn’t much he could do but stand there holding her, the muscles in his arms and shoulders getting quite the workout.

Which maybe meant he was a wimp, because she was petite and didn’t weigh more than a hundred pounds. But Dave was discovering that holding on to a hundred-pound woman was a very different experience than holding on to a hundred-pound woman while having sex with her. “Ah, God,” he said. “Soph …”

“Thumbs up or down?”

“Oh, up,” he told her. “Big up.”

“Me too,” she gasped, her breath warm against his ear. “But feel free to, you know, set me on the counter, by the sink, if you need to—”

“Not a chance.” Dave loved where his hands were, loved the sensation of her legs and buttocks straining to push him more fully inside of her, but when he shifted slightly to get a better grip, he discovered—eureka!— there was something he could do besides simply stand there and not drop her. He shifted again to hold most of her weight with his left arm, freeing up his right hand to touch her again, with slightly better aim.

She sighed his name, and that, combined with the increased speed of her rocking motion, was enough to bring him teetering to the edge of his release, so he touched her harder, deeper, and she came with a moan and a shudder that he loved as much as he loved his new drawer and closet space. And in that fraction of a heartbeat, in the brief instant of time between his knowing that he, too, was going to orgasm —now—and the deep rush of mind-blowing pleasure that was already starting to surge through his body, he remembered the phone call.

He’d yet to tell Sophia that her father was in the hospital.

Dave came with a crash, with a shout—“God, I love you!”—pulling her warm, pliant body more tightly against his, as she kept coming around him, urging him, as always, to give her more, more.

It should have diminished his pleasure—his remembering the unhappy message he’d promised to deliver. It should have made him ashamed for forgetting something so important in the first place.

It should have, but it didn’t.

Sophia’s father was a rat-bastard and few besides his sister Maureen would miss him when he was gone.

“Sweet Jesus,” Dave said when he got his vocal cords working again.

Sophia just laughed, still clinging to him, nuzzling his neck, ankles locked just beneath his butt.

Arms shaking, knees wobbly, he carried her out of the bathroom and dumped her onto the bed, collapsing beside her. “That was a solid thirty on the fun scale.”

She laughed again. “When is it ever not a thirty?”

In an effort to lighten things up—mostly for his own sake, since the simple fact that he was in a relationship with the woman of his dreams was often enough to get him choked up—Dave had suggested a rating system, one to ten, for each new-to-him sexual position, of which there were many. And yes, in all honesty, it was a way, too, for him to acknowledge his lack of experience—by addressing it straight on, with humor.

“Sweetheart”—he opened his eyes to do his best Bogart—“for me, just being in a room with you is a twenty.”

She had her head propped up on one elbow so that she could look down at him, her eyes wide and serious as her smile slowly faded.

“You know that I love you, too, right?” she finally murmured.

He gazed back at her for several long moments before he responded. He waited until he knew for sure that his voice wouldn’t vibrate with emotion. “You don’t have to say that.”

“It’s true,” Sophia insisted. “These past few months have been …” She shook her head. “Sad, because of Nash dying, but… Also … I don’t know if I’ve …” She looked down toward the jumble of bright blue sheets beneath them and started again. “I can’t remember ever being this …” She searched for the right word as Dave waited, his heart in his throat. She met his gaze again, her eyes guileless and nearly as blue as the sheets. “Content.”

Not quite the word he was hoping for. Still, he smiled because he was okay with it. Fact was, he’d be okay with a wide variety of less than words. Such as satisfied. Comfortable. At ease.

At peace.

Dave knew he was Sophia’s second choice. He’d accepted that weeks ago, the very first night they’d made love. It would be enough. It was enough.

“I’m glad,” he told her now, reaching up to push her hair back behind her ear, and it wasn’t a lie. He let her look long and hard into his eyes so she would know that he meant it, that he accepted her words for what they were—something good, if not fairy-tale perfect.

Her mouth quirked up into a smile. “You have no idea how hot you are, do you?”

“What?” Dave laughed as he realized what she’d said, and then rolled his eyes. “Yeah, actually,” he said, “I’m pretty sure I do. I fall somewhere between pickled and poached. Maybe, right after I get a haircut, for about two minutes, I can pass for steamed and … As fascinating as this discussion is, can we save it for tonight? Because—and I should have told you this before, but you stupefied me with your nakedness. …”

“I’m still naked,” she pointed out, that lip again between her teeth as she played with the hair on his chest, and dear God, Dave could see a whole lot of as long as we’re going to park in the south lot dot dot dot in her eyes.

“Right,” he said, as his body stirred at the thought of staying in bed with this woman—his woman—for the rest of the morning, “so I better talk fast. That was your Aunt Maureen on the phone, Soph. Your father’s back in the hospital.”

Jimmy Nash had been dead now for nearly two months, and he could confirm, absolutely, that being dead sucked.

And, yeah, it was true that not being dead had its occasional negative moments, too. For example, getting out of bed for the first time, after the surgeon removed a small but deadly chunk of lead from his chest. That had been unpleasant.

And watching his memorial service via webcam—that hadn’t been as much fun as he’d imagined it might be. In fact, he’d been stunned—and deeply moved—by the sheer number of operators from the SpecWar community who’d shown up to pay their last respects. It was SRO inside that church. On top of that shock, it had bothered him immensely to see friends like Dave and Sophia mourning his passing when he was sitting right here, alive if not quite well, in a hospital bed.

But most of his not being dead was positive. Waking to find Tess Bailey curled up in the chair beside his bed. Waking to find Tess reading in the chair beside his bed. Waking to find Tess running her fingers through his hair or holding his hand as she sat in the chair beside his bed. …

All by itself, waking was pretty positive, particularly when Jimmy thought about how close he’d come to never waking again. But with her freckles and her sunshine-filled smile, with that palpable love for him in her eyes, Tess made his waking miraculous.

Deck made it pretty damn good, too. Yeah, Lawrence Decker spent a shitload of time on watch in another chair on the far side of that hospital room. And he always knew exactly what to say, each time Jimmy had surfaced from his narcotics-induced haze.

“Tess is safe. You’re safe. We’re all safe.”

It didn’t matter how many times Jimmy came up out of the fog. Decker would reassure him, over and over again, that they were safe. Until Jimmy finally believed him.

An FBI agent named Jules Cassidy had helped Deck fake Jimmy’s death—a con that had been brilliantly realized. Of course, circumstances had provided the perfect setup. Jimmy had been critically injured in a fire-fight with some very bad men—although not, ironically enough, the same bad men who now wanted him dead. He was rushed to a hospital in Fresno via medevac chopper and had, in fact, flat-lined on the flight. This gave additional teeth to the idea that he might not survive his surgery and, in fact, that was the very story Decker and Cassidy had used.

James Nash, aka Diego Nash, was pronounced dead on the operating table at Cedar Vista Hospital in Fresno, California at 6:14 P.M., Wednesday, 30 July 2008.

Only a handful of people knew otherwise—and Jimmy trusted them all, completely. There wasn’t even a surgeon floating around out there as a potential liability because Cassidy had worked some kind of voodoo at the hospital. Jimmy suspected it involved hacking into and changing medical records, which was probably some kind of a felony, since the agent was acting on his own accord. But Cassidy was purposely keeping his FBI superiors and the entire Bureau out of the loop when it came to the fact that Jimmy was still alive.

In fact, Jimmy’s new identity—one Lloyd Howard—had been fabricated without the help of any kind of government protection program. Decker and Cassidy agreed that it was important to hide the fact that Jimmy was alive from any and all government agencies.

Because at this point? They were pretty sure that the very nasty men who wanted Jimmy dead had access to government records—even those labeled top secret.

They were pretty sure that the bad men they had to take down—in order for Jimmy to very literally get his life back—worked for the mysterious and clandestine no-name Agency’s black ops sector.

They were pretty sure about that because, at one time, Jimmy Nash had worked for the Agency’s black ops sector, too.

“Good morning.”

Tess smiled as she looked up from her book. “Hey,” she greeted Decker, who came to the end of the bed and actually reached out and held on to Jimmy’s left foot.

“You ready to blow this popsicle stand?” he asked Jimmy.

Who laughed and then winced at the surge of pain. “Yeah. I wish.” He held up his arm, IV tubes still attached. “I’m still attached to the mother ship.”

Before the words were out of his mouth, Deck turned to the door, where one of the nurses—Paula, buxom and jolly, a proud new grandmother—came bustling in. She shut off the drip, and almost before Jimmy could blink, she’d extracted the needle from the back of his hand.

“This goes back in, Mr. Howard,” she warned Jimmy sternly, which was countered by the permanent twinkle in her lively brown eyes, “at the least little sign of dehydration. You want to go home? You’ll push fluids. Do it right, we’ll release you tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Tess spoke for him, disbelief in her voice.

Decker was grinning. “Blood test came back clear.”

“But …” Tess was still concerned.

“It’ll be easier for him to rehab off-site,” Deck told her, not saying more than that, since Paula was still in the room. It wouldn’t just be easier, it’d be safer. For all of them.

Truth of the matter was, as safe as he’d been made by the news of his “death,” Jimmy still worried every time Decker or Tess left his room. He knew he was safe, and they were, too—when they were with him. But the only way he’d ever be fully convinced that the threat was completely gone, would be for him to identify and track down the men who’d threatened and then tried to kill him.

Right now he knew barely nothing. Several vague clues. An e-mail address that he’d already tried to track, that had gotten him nowhere. A shirt that he’d worn on one of the days they’d tried to eliminate him—stained not only with his own blood, but with the blood of the man who’d tried to take him out. The vaguest of descriptions of that man, who’d attacked him in the darkness of a moonless night.

Jimmy hadn’t gotten a visual, just a sense of the man’s size: average height and weight, medium build.

Which narrowed his search down to, oh, about a quarter of the world’s population.

A DNA test on the shirt could provide far more specific answers, but it would also tip his enemy off as to his current still-alive status. Decker and Cassidy had agreed about that. Their plan was to wait to do that test until Jimmy and Tess were out of this hospital and ensconced in an even safer place. Which was looking to be tomorrow. Saints be praised.

“Don’t worry,” Deck was reassuring Tess. “We’ll get him back up to speed in no time.”

“He’ll be getting into trouble before you know it,” the nurse reassured Tess, then turned to give Jimmy a mock evil eye, “if he pushes fluids.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jimmy said as she left the room, as Decker made certain that the door was tightly shut behind her.

“Are you sure …,” Tess started.

“The infection’s gone,” Decker told her. “He’s healing nicely. It’s time.” He turned to Jimmy. “Cassidy wants to bring in additional security for the move to the safe house. He’s going to give me a list of names. I want you both to go through it. If anyone on his list makes you at all uneasy—”

“I don’t care who’s on the list,” Jimmy interrupted, “as long as it includes Dave Malkoff.”

But Decker was already shaking his head.

“Why?” Jimmy asked. “Deck, I have two friends on this entire planet. You and Dave. And Dave thinks I’m dead. He also happens to be one of the smartest operatives we know.”

Decker’s smile was gone—he was back to his usual grim.

Tess leaned forward to take Jimmy’s hand, but it wasn’t just to calm him down. She had something to tell him, and he could tell from her face that it wasn’t going to be good news.

“Oh, shit,” Jimmy said, looking from Tess to Deck and back again. “What happened to Dave?”

“No, no,” Tess quickly reassured him. “He’s fine. He’s just …”

“Sophia happened to Dave,” Decker told him, and the words didn’t make sense.

“Dave and Sophia hooked up,” Tess translated, and Jimmy realized that the concern he’d seen on her face had been for Decker, who’d had some kind of twisted thing for Sophia for years now. Fool that he was, he’d never acted on it. And now, apparently, Dave had intervened. Jimmy’s disappointment for Deck was curiously mixed with a sense of “you go, boy” for old Dave. Dave and Sophia. Holy Mother of God.

“It happened the night that, you know …,” Tess continued, but he didn’t know until she added, “The hostage rescue outside of Sacramento … ?”

“Are you kidding me?” Jimmy asked.

She shook her head. Not kidding. “They’ve been hot and heavy ever since.”

“Wait a minute.” He needed her to clarify. “Are you telling me that the night that I died, Dave and Sophia decide to skip the grieving and fuck like bunnies?”

Tess winced at his verb choice, glancing quickly at Decker, who was shaking his head.

“Sorry.” Jimmy realized what he’d just said. “I just thought that, you know, Dave would be a little upset. Sophia, too. Christ.”

“People deal with grief in all kinds of ways,” Tess reminded him. “And I’m also sure that Sophia knew …”

She didn’t finish her sentence. She didn’t have to.

What Sophia had known was that her last hope of starting something with Decker had died with Jimmy Nash. Sophia had believed—as had the rest of their friends and co-workers—that with Nash out of the picture, Deck would insert himself into Tess’s life, dick first.

And everyone also believed that, without Nash and all of his bullshit around to distract her, Tess would instantly recognize how terrific Decker was, and how perfectly suited they were for each other.

And Jimmy’s fiancée and his best friend would get married and live happily ever after, leaving Sophia out in the cold. Jimmy, too—but his cold would be the six-feet-under kind.

“Look, I’m … happy for her,” Decker said now, about Sophia— proving what a Boy Scout he was. Because he meant what he’d said. “I’m happy for Dave, too. He’s wanted this for a long time.” He cleared his throat, obviously uncomfortable with this entire discussion, because at the bottom of it lay a truth they all studiously worked overtime to avoid mentioning: that Decker had, once upon a time, had feelings for Tess.

“Seeing them together is… This whole thing is …” Deck shook his head and started again. “It’s harder than I thought.”

Jimmy knew his friend wasn’t talking merely about seeing Sophia with Dave. Decker was talking about being seen in public with Tess, pretending that he and his dead best friend’s fiancée had turned to one another for comfort. That was what was harder to do than Deck had thought.

No shit, Sherlock.

And Jimmy would’ve wagered the entire contents of his bank account that Sophia’s watching Decker pretending—yeah, right—to want to be romantically involved with Tess was at least partially responsible for her propulsion into Dave Malkoff’s waiting arms.

But wait. The festival of jealousy didn’t stop there.

Jimmy was guilty of having a carnival-load of it himself—watching the footage of Deck putting his arm around Tess’s shoulders at the memorial service, holding her hand as she leaned toward him for comfort. He’d gotten pissed off, imagining Decker kissing Tess good-night so that those fuckers who’d tried, numerous times, to kill Jimmy would believe he truly was dead.

It sucked the biggest dick ever.

Oh, what a tangled web we weave. …

“I’m sorry,” Jimmy said again, because he was the spider who’d started this multi-level charade spinning in the first place.

“I just think we all need a little space,” Decker told him quietly, pouring a cup of water from the pitcher on Jimmy’s tray.

“Fair enough.” Jimmy nodded. “We don’t tell Dave. And sorry if I brought an unwanted picture to mind.”

Decker handed him the water. “Drink,” he ordered as he headed back out of the room. “Lots. I want to get the hell out of here.”

Jimmy drank.

The place really was perfect.

Eight bedrooms, ten baths, indoor and outdoor swimming pools, outfitted gym with a climbing wall, home theater, chefs kitchen, fully furnished and equipped—all sitting like a castle atop the summit of a mountain.

And FBI agent Jules Cassidy had the key to the front door in his pocket.

And, okay, this probably wasn’t a mountain for most people, but Jules had grown up in the Northeast where the mountains were ancient and tree-covered and worn. Here in California—home of that nifty geological phenomenon known as the Sierra Nevadas—this thing jutting up between two desert valleys really was just a very steep, ragged little hill.

But for Jules’s intents and purposes—which were many and varied—a hill of this magnitude was mountain enough.

“Two million dollars,” Sam Starrett mused as he stood at the wall of sliders that opened onto a deck overlooking the scenic desert valley to the south. “He’s working for a month, and they’re paying him two million dollars. That’s… what? Over sixty-five thousand dollars a day. A day.”

“Yeah, but you see,” Jules pointed out, “after his agent takes his cut, and after taxes and expenses? It works out to be only about half that much, so, you know, it’s not that big a deal.”

Sam turned and looked at him, eyebrows up.

“Kidding,” Jules said, laughing at his friend. “It’s a huge deal. It amazing.”

Jules’s husband, Robin, had come ridiculously far in the years since he’d publicly acknowledged that he was gay, and had gone into rehab for his alcoholism. His had been a coming-out of epic proportions, since he was on the verge of becoming one of Hollywood’s leading action-adventure stars.

And while Robin’s two-million-dollar paycheck for his role in this film was impressive, there had been a time, right before he first came out of the closet, that he could have demanded five times that amount. But Robin hadn’t cared. He’d chosen sunlight and honesty over guaranteed fortune and fame. He’d chosen Jules, and had worked his ass off to stay sober. It was never going to be easy, but he now had over two alcohol-and drug-free years under his belt.

The naysayers had assumed his career was over.

The naysayers were not only freaking nincompoops, they were, as it turned out, seriously wrong freaking nincompoops. Proof was in the Emmy that sat on the mantel of the home Jules and Robin shared in Boston.

Robin was psyched to be doing this movie—a science fiction action-adventure—during his hit TV show’s summer hiatus. He was pleased to be making that much money, but he was most excited about using this opportunity to help out Jules with what they’d been referring to lately as “his little extracurricular project.”

The film was shooting nearby in the desert as well as six hours away in San Diego. Robin wouldn’t be staying at this fabulous fortress of a house every night, but he’d be here as often as he could. And he’d be footing the bill—a fact that he generously shrugged off as “no big deal.”

“Do you think we should form a search party and go after Alyssa and Ash?” Jules asked Sam now.

“I was checking out the security room.” Alyssa’s voice carried up the stairs before she appeared, little Ashton—nearly six months old—on her hip. With his baby-smooth mocha brown skin—as beautiful as his mother’s —and his father’s blue eyes, he was a remarkably cute baby, with a gleeful smile that was all his own. “May I state for the record that this place has a security room? There are forty-two video cameras and God knows how many motion sensors, not just out by the fence, but around the house as well.” She exhaled a laugh and added some attitude. “If you can call this castle a house.”

Sam took Ashton from his wife and sat on the leather sofa with the baby on his lap, putting his cowboy-booted feet up on the heavy wood coffee table. Clunk, clunk. “I myself couldn’t help but notice the industrial-strength backup generator,” he drawled, heavy on the Texas —he’p instead of help—as he made a face at his son, who chortled with laughter.

“And by the way, that fence? Electric,” Alyssa informed Sam as she sat down next to him, fishing in her bag for Ash’s binky. “The gate’s the kind the government uses at embassies in countries that tend to end in -stan. You will not be getting visitors dropping by unexpectedly.”

“You can see for miles from that deck.” Sam turned to Alyssa. “What do you figure? About fifty clicks on a clear day?”

“At least. Anyone who wants to get through that gate without permission”—Alyssa wasn’t done talking about the fence—“ is going to have to use a substantial amount of C-4. And once they do, they’ve got, what? Two miles of completely exposed driveway up to the house?”

“One and eight tenths,” Jules corrected her.

Both of them turned to look at him with nearly identical concern as he made himself comfortable in the easy chair across from them.

Alyssa put voice to their question. “Is Robin having trouble with another stalker?”

Jules shook his head. “No. I mean, yeah, there’re always the fans who go too far, so we’ve learned to be careful, but this is—”

“A freaking fortress,” Sam finished for him.

“Yes, it is,” Jules agreed.

“What’s going on?” Alyssa asked.

Jules cleared his throat. Crossed his legs. “Before I tell you this,” he said, “I want to state that it’s both an advantage and a disadvantage that you guys are my best friends.”

Sam looked at Alyssa and covered Ash’s little ears. “Why can’t he ever ask us for a favor without having to make a fucking speech?” Despite the covered ears, he only mouthed the F-bomb.

“I have no idea.” Alyssa settled back on the couch, getting comfortable. “But part of being a good friend is letting your friends talk, so …”

Sam turned to Jules, clearly not willing to climb aboard Alyssa’s train of serene acceptance. “Yes,” he said. “Whatever you’re gonna ask us to do? We’ll do it.”

“But see, that’s my point,” Jules said. “I don’t want any of us to feel as if I’m taking advantage of our friendship—”

“Help me out here, Ash,” Sam told his son as he turned the baby to face Jules. “Tell your Uncle Squidward that we’re happy to assist.” He spoke in a squeaky baby-voice that was just too funny. “We’re happy to assist.”

Laughing, Jules shook his head as he looked at his friends. Alyssa had been an officer in the Navy before she joined the FBI. She’d worked for the Bureau for years—as Jules’s partner. She’d left at about the same time she’d married Sam, who’d served as an officer in legendary U.S. Navy SEAL Team Sixteen. Sam had managed to get himself into some trouble, and rather than take a desk job, he’d retired from the military. At which point the pair of them went to work for former SEAL Tom Paoletti’s civilian personal security firm, Troubleshooters Incorporated.

Alyssa was Tom’s XO, or second-in-command, which made her Sam’s boss, go figure.

Jules persisted. “When I say any of us? I’m including me. And I kind of feel as if I’m—”

“If you’re asking us to camp out here to help keep the crazies away from Robin,” Sam interrupted, “it’s not exactly going to be a hardship.”

“I already picked out our suite,” Alyssa added.

Sam looked at her. “The one with the blue drapes?”

She nodded. “With the extra room that could be the nursery. You see that bathroom? I think it’s bigger than our kitchen.”

“Nice shower.” He nodded. “Very nice shower. Although the suite on the third floor—”

“That one’s ours. And this isn’t about Robin,” Jules said again, interrupting them. “He’s renting this house, yes. And he’ll be staying here, with me, part of this month, and possibly even longer, if the situation doesn’t rectify itself and will you please let me tell you what this is about before you say yes?”

“I’m pretty sure that ship has sailed,” Sam pointed out.

“What situation?” Alyssa asked, silencing her husband with an amusedly pointed look.

“I’m just saying,” Sam said with a shrug.

And with that, alleluia, they were now sitting there quietly, waiting for Jules to explain, finally giving him a chance to talk.

“I’ve got an operative in hiding, who needs a safe house to rehab and regroup.” He chose his words carefully, because until they signed on he couldn’t tell them too much. “He worked in the black ops sector of a government agency and believes that he’s been marked for what he calls deletion— which is exactly what it sounds like. I’ve kept him separate from any of the official protection programs, because we haven’t identified the person or persons who’ve tried to kill him. But we do believe that whoever they are, they have access to top secret, high-clearance-level information.”

“Shit,” Sam covered Ash’s ears to say. He glanced at Alyssa before asking Jules, “You’re absolutely certain that your operative isn’t, um, how do I put this? The problem?”

“He’s not, and I am,” Jules said. “Certain.”

“Black ops create … certain pressures for operatives,” Sam pointed out. “Some agents go rogue.”

“Oh, he’s rogue, all right,” Jules said. “But not the way you mean. I trust this man. Completely.”

“Enough to risk your career,” Alyssa said. It wasn’t quite a question, but it wasn’t quite not, either.

So Jules answered as if it were. “Yes.”

“What career?” Sam scoffed.

“Hey,” Jules told him. “ S-squared, SpongeBob. I happen to love Boston.”

“I can’t help but notice, Toto,” Sam said, “that we’re not in Boston anymore.”

Jules sighed, exasperated. “I’m on vacation. May I please continue?”

“There’s more?”

“Yeah,” Jules said a tad sharply. “The important part. The part where—”

“We might find ourselves investigating corruption deep inside a government agency?” Alyssa interrupted this time. “That’s basic math, Jules. I think we’ve already figured that out. At least I have.” She looked at her husband.

“Durrr,” he said.

“This could be extremely dangerous,” Jules had to tell them.

“Eek,” Sam deadpanned.

“You said rehab” Alyssa asked. “Your man’s been injured?”

He nodded. “Gunshot wound to the chest. He’s gonna need a month of hard work to get back to speed. Maybe a little less because he’s … who he is.”

Alyssa glanced at Sam before asking Jules, “I assume you’re going to take the utmost precautions when you move him in here.”

“That’s one of the things I was hoping you could help me with,” he told them. “My plan was to bring him in when Robin arrives tomorrow.”

“We do this right,” Sam said, with a glance at Alyssa, “and no one will know your man is here. It’ll look to the world like we’re taking a high-end vacation with our fruity and very rich friends.”

“Without Ashton?” she asked.

“I say we bring him,” Sam said. “The alternative is to see if Mary Lou can take him, but… After seeing this place, I’m convinced he’d be safer here with us.” He looked at Jules. “You okay with that?”

“Of course.”

Alyssa asked, “How actively is your operative being hunted?”

“We’re pretty sure they think he’s dead,” Jules told them. “Whoever they are.”

“Define pretty sure” Sam said.

“His own friends think he’s dead,” Jules said. “I can count the number of people who know that he’s not, on the fingers of one hand.”

“So the goal,” Alyssa clarified, “is both to keep your man alive and to find out who wanted to ‘delete’ him.”

Sam laughed. “You know, some people actually go to Disneyland when they take a vacation?”

“Are you in?” Jules asked.

“Absolutely,” they said in unison, then looked at each other and added, “Owe me a … Coke,” also at the same time, down to the pause before Coke and the smile that followed it.

Euphemism, anyone?

“One condition,” Sam said, reluctantly pulling his attention away from his wife’s loaded smile. “If we meet him and don’t get the same warm fuzzies you obviously feel for him, we walk away and keep our mouths shut.”

“Deal,” Jules said.

“Who is he?” Alyssa asked. “Do we know him? Oh, my God, Jules—”

“Gunshot wound to the chest?” Sam spoke over her, putting it together at the same moment. “Son of a bitch! Is it… ?”

“James Nash,” Jules told them. It no longer surprised him that out of the two of them, it was Sam whose eyes instantly filled with tears.

“Ah, Jesus,” he said. “Does Tess know?” He answered his own question. “Of course she knows. And Decker. … Holy. …” He held Ash out for Jules. “Will you … Please … I gotta …”

Jules took the baby and carried him down the stairs. “Come on, Ash-ton, let’s find the playroom, see what kind of toys come with this joint,” he said, drowning out Sam’s voice as he embraced Jules’s good news with a resounding “Holy, holy fuck!”

“I don’t think you should go. Not for him,” Dave told Sophia, as calmly and evenly as he always sounded. “I think you should go for you.”

Her Aunt Maureen had tracked Sophia down a few years ago. She hadn’t even realized she had an aunt before that startling call—and she wasn’t at all sure she wanted one at this late date. But the brusque, stern-voiced woman now phoned every few months, trying to guilt, shame, or bully Sophia into visiting her dying father.

Of course, Paul Miles had been dying for quite a few years now.

“You honestly think I’ll find closure?” Sophia asked Dave as she stepped into her panties and put on her bra, her movements jerky with her frustration and anger.

“No,” he said, reaching for her, catching her arm and tugging her back to the bed, where he was still stretched out, still naked and extremely male, and yet still solidly Dave. Her champion, her hero, her lover—and her best friend. “I doubt you’ll ever find closure. I just think—”

“I have nothing to say to him,” she interrupted. It was what she always said to Maureen—and to Dave, too—whenever her aunt called.

It was funny—the turmoil caused by Maureen’s phone calls had always made Sophia run straight to Dave. They’d talked about her father frequently over the past few years, and about whether or not Sophia should go to Boston to see him before he died.

But never while Dave was naked and sprawled on her bed.

“Maybe you don’t have anything to say,” he told her now. “Or maybe you just think that you don’t. Maybe going to Boston to see him will—”

“I was eleven years old,” Sophia said flatly.

He blinked, then blanched. “What?”

“Eleven years, one month,” she said. “It was four weeks to the day after my birthday.”

“You told me you were a teenager. I thought—”

“I lied,” Sophia informed him, but then had to turn away from the maelstrom of emotion in Dave’s usually bemused hazel eyes. “Because I didn’t want you to look at me the way you’re looking at me right now.”

“Let’s go to Boston,” he said quietly. “So I can kill him.”

Sophia shook her head. “That’s not funny.”

“I’m not kidding.” Now his eyes were hard, almost flat. She’d spent most of her life around dangerous men, and she’d seen that look before, but rarely-to-never in Dave’s eyes.

“Don’t,” she said. “If I’d wanted a caveman, I never would’ve given up on Decker.” And okay, she’d not only spoken too sharply, she’d spoken too thoughtlessly. She immediately apologized. “Sorry. Sorry.”

Too late.

But her harsh words had done the trick. Dave was back. Kind, warm, smart and funny, slightly goofy Dave. Who, as usual, pushed his own hurt feelings aside in order to focus on her. In order to take care of her. To make sure she knew that she mattered to him—more than anything else in the world. To make sure she knew she was safe and loved.

“Your parents never came back?” he asked. “Not even to … to … pick up their things?” She shook her head, but he still couldn’t believe it, saying, “So from the time that you were eleven … ?”

“I was on my own,” Sophia verified for him. “Yes.”

Maureen had insisted that her darling brother had left his only child in Katmandu, believing her to be in her mother’s care, and that Sophia’s crazy mother, Cleopatra Farrell—she’d legally changed her name from Cynthia—had left, believing Sophia to be safe with Paul. It was a simple mistake. An unfortunate accident.

But a month after her eleventh birthday, Sophia had woken up to find herself alone in an unfamiliar country, with no money, no passport, and only enough food to last a scant few days.

She was too young to know that she could go to the embassy. It never occurred to her that the consulate might be able to help. There was only their angry landlord shouting about the money her parents owed, and pushing her out into the street when she couldn’t pay him. She’d cried—What will I do?—and he’d slapped her and told her to be a man, to do what other boys her age were doing: get a job, become an apprentice to a craftsman.

She could tell that Dave was imagining a nightmare of a different kind for a little blond girl alone on the streets, so she quickly reassured him. “I dressed like a boy. All my clothes were hand-me-downs, and … About two months earlier, I had a bad case of lice, and my mother …” She tried to make it a joke. “Thanks to her work ethic, which was if you don’t have to, don’t, she didn’t try to, you know. Comb out the nits. She just shaved my head. My hair was still short so …”

Left to fend for herself, even at eleven, she’d instinctively known she’d be better off not advertising the fact that she was a girl.

“Everyone thought I was a boy, so I played along,” she told him.

“Miles Farrell,” Dave said. It was the name by which he’d first known her, back in her previous life—back when her husband, Dimitri, was still alive. “Your father’s and mother’s last names.”

Sophia nodded. She knew from his eyes that he knew she’d called herself that because part of her had naively hoped one or the other of her parents would come back. She’d hoped that they would search for her and find her.

“I’m so sorry,” Dave said, his hand as warm and gentle as his eyes as he smoothed back her hair.

“I survived,” she reminded him.

But he shook his head. “ Eleven-year-olds shouldn’t have to survive something like that.”

“I like to think I’m lucky,” Sophia told him, leaning against him, grateful for his solid presence as he continued to stroke her hair. “My mother didn’t move to the hard-core drugs until after I was born.”

Dave laughed. “ Whoo-hoo. I wonder if Hallmark makes that card. Happy Mother’s Day. Thanks for not mainlining heroin until I was nine.” His hand paused. “And there’s a question I’d like to ask your father. What the hell was he thinking to leave you with a woman who could well have sold you to a local warlord to get her next fix?”

“Maureen said he didn’t know. Which is …”

“Bullshit.” He finished for her.

They sat for a moment in silence, Dave lost in his own thoughts as Sophia tried to think of a single item for the Go-See-Her-Father “pro” column, and came up only with if she went, Maureen would stop calling her.

No, she had to change that would to a might. There was no guarantee the phone calls would stop. They might even increase. Maureen might start asking for money. Or her father might make a “miraculous recovery”—assuming he truly was sick in the first place. He could well follow her back to San Diego and … the thought made her sick to her stomach.

“I don’t want to go,” Sophia blurted out. “To Boston.”

“Then we don’t go,” Dave said without hesitation, as if it were an absolute. His use of the plural got to her, too. We don’t go, as it if were a given that he’d go with her.

She tipped her head back to look up at him. “I’m sorry that I said what I said about—”

“Shh.” He briefly pressed his lips to hers before she could say Decker. “It’s done. Forgotten.”

But she couldn’t let it go. “You deserve better.”

“What I deserve,” Dave told her quietly, “is honesty. You never need to soften the truth for me, Soph. Never.”

“Sometimes,” she admitted, just as quietly, “I soften the truth”—it was a good description of what she regularly did—“for me.”

He was silent then, the tension in his body the only sign that her words had impacted him.

“Well, whenever you’re ready to talk about… anything,” he said, unable to keep his voice completely steady, “I’m here and I’m ready to listen. I know you’ve … been through a lot and … Just because you survived it doesn’t mean it doesn’t haunt you.” He cleared his throat. “You know, we haven’t talked about Dimitri once since Sacramento.”

Sophia closed her eyes.

“That wasn’t meant to be a reprimand,” Dave continued. “I’m just pointing it out. I’m sure it’s subconscious on your part. I mean, we make love pretty frequently. Which isn’t a complaint,” he added quickly. “Believe me. But chances are strong that I’m not going to say Let’s talk about your husband’s death when you’re on the verge of talking off my clothes. Which I’m happy to have you do anytime.”

“Please,” Sophia said. “Let’s not talk about Dimitri now.”

“I wasn’t suggesting that we do,” Dave responded. “Just pointing out that… Okay, I just wanted to mention it and I did, so … Enough said.” He paused. “About that, anyway. But at the risk of pissing you off, I do have something else I want to say to you. About your father.”

Sophia opened her eyes. “Dave …”

“Just listen,” he urged her. “I’m not saying you should change your mind. In fact, I’m virtually certain you’re going to be sorely dissatisfied with his answers to any of your questions, but I do know—absolutely—that once he’s gone? He’ll be gone, Soph. And your chance to talk to him, to tell him whatever you might want to tell him? That’ll be gone, too. Dead is forever. And you’re going to be on this planet for years after he’s passed. As crazy as the idea might seem right now, you might reach a point, later in your life, where you’ll be able to forgive him. I don’t want you to regret letting this last chance to see him slip away.”

She managed a laugh. “Yeah, that wasn’t you trying to change my mind.”

“It wasn’t,” he argued. “I’m just saying be certain. And if you’re not, well heck, let’s go to Boston. I’ll be with you the whole time, I promise you. If we get there, and you look at him through the doorway to his room, and you decide you want to turn around without letting him know you’re there … ? I’ll lead the way home.

“And if you are certain, and you want me to call Maureen back,” Dave continued, “and say that your father’s already dead to you so stop calling, be-yotch? I’ll do that. I’ll help you change your phone number, if you want. I’ll help you move. And if you want to say the hell with everything and just get in the car and go to that flea market, find that perfect cabinet? Give me two minutes to shower.”

All the complicated emotions Sophia was feeling—her frustration with Maureen, decades of hurt and anger toward her father, and the complicated mix of everything she felt for Dave—swelled in her chest and rose up, filling her throat. She had to work hard to speak. She had to squeeze her words out, so she said as few of them as possible, hoping that Dave would understand.

“Kiss me.”

And he smiled at her as only Dave could smile, with a mix of amusement, chagrin, and what could only be called pure adoration. It lit him up, made his eyes even warmer, and took about ten years off a face that most people wouldn’t call handsome.

But most people had never seen that smile.

“Or we could go with Plan D,” he said, and obeyed her command.
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