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Chapter 1

THE PAST COULDN’T have picked a worse time to find her.

Trapped in seat 15A on an Amtrak Texas Eagle chugging through the Ozarks at four on a Sunday morning, Lacey … Galloway … Montgomery—what was her current last name?—tightened her leg lock around the computer bag at her feet. She dug her fingers through the cotton knit of her daughter’s sweater as she watched the newest passenger to their car find his seat. Lanky, with olive skin and dark eyes framed in wire-rimmed glasses, it had to be Syrian assassin Ishmael Shavik who sat down, fidgeted with his leather jacket, then impaled her with a dark glance.

She couldn’t stifle the shiver that rattled clear to her toes. Why hadn’t she listened to divine wisdom fifteen-some years ago and stayed at home instead of running after adventure? Lacey forced breath through her constricting chest. She hadn’t hoped to outrun her mistakes forever, but why today with Emily watching?

Lacey pried her fingers out of Emily’s sweater and laced her hands together in her lap, cringing at her weakness. She’d been taught not to give away emotions, liabilities, secrets. But she’d die before she’d let them harm a hair on Em’s head.

If only she’d possessed such an impulse seven years ago.

Tightening her jaw, she stared out the window. The Amtrak hustled north in the murky dawn, the Missouri oak, red buckeye, and hickory trees flanking the tracks—gray, silent sentries to her ill fate.

Oh, please, not here. Not now. She and Emily were so close to finding peace. Now that the Ex-6 program had met National Security Agency (NSA) approval, the nightmare seemed to be over. After this little time-out and escape with her daughter to Chicago, Lacey would fine-tune the encryption/decryption program, then hand it over with a sigh of relief and the sense that she’d finally found a way to atone for her mistakes. Never again would the field agents be without a way to secure their communications. No more ambushes due to intercepted messages. No more corrupted information.

Lives—and national secrets—safe.

And finally, too, a safe home for Emily. Please.

She didn’t know to whom she might be addressing her plea. God in heaven hadn’t looked her way for over a decade—not that she blamed Him. She was wretchedly on her own.

Around her, innocents slept—families, singles, the petite bourgeoisie voyaging to Chicago or beyond. Wealthy romantics above her were in compartments, perhaps for nostalgia or novelty. Lacey didn’t have a romantic bone left in her body, despite the aroma of a dining car, the charisma of faux leather seats, or even the hypnotic locomotive pulse. She didn’t have the energy or time for it, even if the errant inclination to be held in a man’s arms haunted her in the lonely hours of the predawn. Then again, it wasn’t just any man’s embrace that haunted her.

Lacey rubbed her forehead and considered her options. It hadn’t been so long ago that she’d memorized the exits and the players of every room she entered, but hope had smudged her reflexes. Ishmael sat two seats away, smack-dab in the middle of the car, blocking a desperate sprint down the aisle. The forest hurtled by at breakneck speed, discouraging a flying dismount.

Lacey stuck her hand in her pocket to rifle for her switchblade and brushed against Emily’s worn Beanie bear and only confidant that she named Boppy. Lacey had sent the child the Beanie Baby from Seattle—she still remembered the neon lights striping her hotel room, mocking her as she wrote a note to her toddler daughter, secreted in Aunt Janie’s care.

Life wasn’t fair.

She found the knife and tucked it under her thigh as she stole another glance at her killer. It sent a decade-old threat through her head: You can’t run from me.

She blew out a breath and fought her climbing pulse as she clung to her training. Surprise. Focus. Determination. These things would help her flee, keep her alive.

What about Em? She longed to run her fingers across her daughter’s face, over the smattering of freckles on her high cheekbones, then through the short curly blonde hair that, like John’s, simply refused to obey a brush or a comb. Emily smelled of the fabric softener her aunt Janie used in the laundry and of soap from her pre-departure bath. Curled into the fetal position, the six-year-old leaned her head against the dark pane, drooling on the pillow tucked under her shoulder. Her breathing seemed shallow, uneven, as if she were caught in the throes of a nightmare. But it was only the consequences of a desperate and fatal mistake—one for which Lacey could never, ever forgive herself.

Forgiveness wouldn’t help her now, anyway. Not when her murderer stared at her like a slit-eyed wolf.

The air felt weighted with the slumber of passengers—some stirring, others in full collapse. The quiet pressed Lacey into her seat, made her heartbeat thunder in her ears. Fatigue played with her fear, pitting it against hope. Perhaps the man who had boarded this train wasn’t the same one who had threatened to slit her throat from ear to ear. Frank Hillman’s long arm of revenge.

Lacey had been careful. So careful she’d lost herself years ago in the torrent of aliases and the blur of constant movement. She often wondered if she would ever, even if the nightmare ended, find her way home.

Who was she kidding? She couldn’t go home when her mistakes branded her like an ugly, festering T for traitor on her forehead. But if she somehow escaped the stigma of being an accused murderer, she might return to the family farm, a place that still held secrets and hopes. She’d start over with Emily and build a new life. A peaceful life. An absolved life.

Yeah, right. If she kept supposing, she might as well dream that she hadn’t derailed her life seven years ago on a similar Sunday morning in an armpit country south of Russia … hadn’t ignored the urgings of God or whatever impulse had made her pause briefly in the hotel as John loaded his Ruger pistol.

“I want you to stay here,” he’d said. “And trust no one.” John Montgomery always had the bluest eyes, even in memory. Ocean blue, with flecks of pure sunshine that melted her into a senseless puddle. She’d fallen for those magnetic eyes first and his idealism second.

“No,” she’d said, shaking free of the hesitation, propelled by that same naive zeal that made the couple famous in the company. John and Lacey Montgomery, dynamic duo, spies of the spectacular new era when industrial espionage reigned in the vacuum of cold-war intrigues. “I’m coming with you.”

He hadn’t argued; she often blamed him for that omission. It seemed easier somehow. Why didn’t you stop me?

There were moments, ethereal seconds, when she imagined spinning back in time, past the mistakes in Kazakhstan, past the choices in Iraq, the years at MIT, past even the wedding of the century in Ashleyville, Kentucky. It reeled back to an October day in high school twenty-two years ago, when she’d tripped off the football bleachers, clarinet in her grip, and fell into the oh-so-ample embrace of the wide receiver for the Ashleyville Eagles.

Jim Micah.

In those seconds when her future loomed blank and glorious before her, life scrolled differently. She chose more wisely, with her heart instead of her adrenaline. In this future, she stayed in Micah’s arms. She clung to his steadiness, his rock-solid emotions that seemed firm footing in the face of danger. She would learn to read the emotions in his eyes and take a chance on heartbreak. And she’d never, ever let another man woo her away with the tease of a tastier, more vivid life.

Then the nano-dreams would vanish and she’d return to whatever bus, train, or airplane she’d landed on, head bumping against the seat, wondering how long it would take for the NSA to advance her a few more bucks.

She swept her attention casually across the travelers opposite the aisle. Asians. A family of overseas tourists, judging by the way they clutched their bags to their chests and eyed the other passengers. She connected with an elderly man, his gray hair in high-and-tight spikes around his round wrinkled face. He looked at her with such disdain, she wondered if he could see through her to her ugly past and abhor her for her mistakes.

He wouldn’t be the only one.

Ishmael chose that moment to clear his throat, as if hoping to arrest her attention.

Lacey stiffened and forced her gaze to the carpeted floor. Maybe she should throw her body over Emily and beg for their lives in Arabic. Or grab Ex-6—the one thing that could redeem her lost soul—tuck Emily under her arm, and bolt.

Instead, what if she left Emily in the safe hands of the gentleman sitting across from her? No one but Lacey knew that the little girl belonged to her. With the fake name on Em’s ticket not even remotely similar to her real name, the six-year-old blonde could be anyone’s daughter. The man appeared to care for her daughter, the way his eyes darted to her, a worried knot in his wide brow, as if he were some sort of private bodyguard. He’d even purchased Emily an ice-cream cone at the station in Little Rock. Still, with the crazies out there on the prowl for innocents like Emily, it might be safer to attempt a flying leap into the forest with the train going 50 mph. Suddenly the ice-cream-cone treat felt downright … creepy.

What about a conductor? She could give him Emily’s backpack, along with Janie’s address and telephone number. Then Janie would become Mama again—a thousand times better than any mama Lacey had ever been.

Lacey winced. She was a horrible mother to be plotting her daughter’s abandonment. Bitterness lined her throat at the injustice of having to relive her mistakes in a million private sacrifices. But Emily would be better off alive and in the arms of Lacey’s sister than watching her mother be murdered. Or dying as a victim in the tussle. Lacey would do anything to make sure she didn’t cost any more lives.

She always knew she’d lose Emily to pay penance for her foolishness. Somehow it seemed heart-wrenchingly fair.

If only Micah were here. That thought drilled a hole so deep through Lacey’s chest she nearly gasped. Yeah, right.

He’d be lining up behind Ishmael for kill rights.

Movement, a sigh from the nemesis in seat 13D.

Lacey’s heart lodged in her throat as she fingered the six-inch blade hidden under her leg. Habit dictated its presence. The metal handle pinched the bunched flesh of her fingers.

Ishmael rose, glanced past her, as if trying to mentally distance himself from his prey, then staggered down the aisle. Lacey’s other hand clenched the armrest.

Ishmael had filled out in presence, if not in girth, and added gusto to his swagger. His gaunt face betrayed more lines, his eyes harder as he stared forward, as if he didn’t recognize the woman he’d framed for murder. Lacey froze, her instincts draining from her body.

He bumped down the aisle.…

She eased the knife out, hid it in her palm. Held her breath.

He passed by her without even a nod.

Her breath drained, her heart crammed between her ribs. So maybe she’d been imagining—

The train shuddered, a ripple of pain along the body of steel, then a gut-twisting squeal of metal on metal. Lacey grabbed the seat rests. The passageway lights strobed and died. “What—!”

Her heart bucked as the car lurched, jumped. She reached for Emily but snared thin air as momentum yanked Lacey from her seat. Her body wrestled with gravity and a visceral scream. The computer bag walloped her on the chin. Blood filled her mouth.

“Em!” She slammed against bodies, hitting her hip hard, arms flailing. “Em!” Around her, terror-filled voices competed for significance. Explosions pummeled the compartment. Lacey instinctively covered her head. “Emily!”

Metal screeched against forest or perhaps rail. Smoke. As she pitched through the twisting carriage, Lacey groped for purchase on anything—an armrest, a seat cushion, her daughter.

She landed with a bone-jarring slap. Hot pain exploded up her arm and into her brain. She sprawled broken, breathless, cocooned in bodies. “Emily.” The stench of fear filled her nose, choking her. Her breath came like fire.

Then darkness.
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“You have to trust me, Brian. I promise I won’t drop you.” If anything, Jim Micah kept his promises. They’d have to pry his rigor-mortised grip from the kid before he would let him fall, even if every muscle in his body begged for reprieve.

So maybe Micah wasn’t 100 percent recovered from the scalpel and loss of a few organs. He wasn’t going to let his battle with the six-letter silent killer—cancer—cause him to endanger this kid’s life. Not while he still had breath in his scarred lungs.

“Hold on to my neck,” he said, and Brian’s scrawny arms tightened around him. Micah felt the panic-driven heartbeat of a twelve-year-old pound against his chest. “Hey, buddy, calm down. Slow your breathing. You’re going to be fine.”

Buried deep in the Pit—a wild, uncharted cave redolent of clammy basement and bat guano, sunk in the hills of eastern Tennessee—Micah tried to believe his own words. But Brian and his two fellow campers had been trapped here for the better part of twelve hours with nothing more than T-shirts and shorts and a fifty-five degree hypothermic slumber. As the darkness ate the flimsy light from their lithium-lit helmets and turned time into knots, Micah didn’t want to guess which side might be winning.

Sarah Nation, a tall NYC paramedic, worked silently beside him, fixing the splint on Brian’s leg where the fifteen-foot fall had resulted in an ugly landing. Micah cringed at Brian’s scream when Sarah moved the limb to immobilize it.

On a ledge above them, Alaskan climber and helicopter pilot Andee MacLeod worked to warm the two other spelunkers. She’d layered the boy in every blanket and extra stitch of clothing she could find. Right now, she huddled in a sleeping bag and wrapped the girl in a 98.6-degree clench.

“Help me move him, Micah.” Sarah grabbed the Sked litter, an inflatable cot designed for cave rescue. It wrapped around a patient’s body, providing a smooth sled to maneuver through the cave’s labyrinth. She’d already snapped on a C-collar, checked for a head injury, and strapped him onto a waist board.

They slid Brian onto the Sked. Sarah inflated and secured the litter while Micah affixed the Gibbs ascenders to the rope.

“I’ll climb to the top, then haul him up while you follow and steady him,” Micah said.

As Micah climbed, he grieved the loss these kids would have at enjoying the subterranean world. He’d wager his next meal that they would never set foot in a cave again. They’d miss out on so many treasures—calcite straws dangling like teardrops from the ceiling; stalactites, drips of rock frozen in time; snow-white, selenite crystals blooming like ferns; egg-sized cave pearls; and pools of clear water that reflected like mirrors. All because their camp counselor—now warm and safe in the company of Micah’s search and rescue (SAR) compatriots—decided to lead with his sense of adventure instead of his common sense.

A memory scurried across Micah’s mind—nearly translucent so as to deny its presence but real enough to make him flinch. “C’mon, it’ll be fun.” John Montgomery had said as his curiosity led them into a deserted Kentucky coal mine. Adventure, right. In the end, adventure had been John’s demise.

Adventure and his unlucky Penny. Micah didn’t know what was worse—that he’d introduced his best friend to the woman who took his life, or that he, Jim Micah, had loved her first. If love was blind, he’d also been knocked deaf, dumb, and brainless the day Lacey Galloway literally fell from the bleachers into his outstretched arms. Her chagrined smile snared him, and right then a bittersweet love/hate affair birthed. One that had yet to die.

How quickly his “Penny” invaded his head—her lips against his, light, laughing, tasting of cherry punch; her copper hair, as unruly as her spirit, twining between his fingers. He’d spent too many lonely nights wondering if their children would have had her infectious smile or been cursed with his impatience and bullheadedness.

Micah swallowed a choke hold of grief. A smart man would expunge her the second she started tunneling through the soft tissue of his emotions. Thankfully, his brain wasn’t nearly as fickle as his heart.

He’d been praying for righteous justice for seven years, and if it was up to him, he’d figure out a way to send Lacey Galloway to the slammer for life and the hereafter if he got her in his sights again. That was a promise.

Micah reached the ledge, checked on Andee and the two kids fighting sleep, and rigged the Sked’s ascent. Brian cried the fifteen feet to the top, too exhausted to feign courage. His screams echoed against the rutted limestone.

The crawl out of the Pit took eight hours, twice the time it had taken to locate the cavers. Micah dragged the Sked through Amoeba Alley and hauled it over Pouter’s Lip; then he and Sarah ferried it through Popcorn Cavern, dodging stalagmites and calcite formations on the wall that resembled the late-night movie snack. Micah kept Brian awake, telling him unclassified stories of adventure overseas, originated from his years of clandestine missions as a Green Beret. Missions that just might be old history if he didn’t figure out a way to get himself reinstated to the active duty list.

Please, God, one more miracle? According to his latest blood work, his cancer had vanished. He hoped God was paying attention. Time to go back to work. Even with Senator Ramey plugging for him, Micah knew he’d need God’s intervention if he hoped to join his Special Forces team anytime soon. He’d spent serious time on his knees over the past year, hoping that God had bigger plans for him than just a swift discharge and a floundering plunge into the private sector.

Thankfully, his medical-leave status gave him the opportunity to hang out with the few outdoor athletes he’d befriended over the years—Conner, Sarah, Andee, and occasionally Dannette, Andee’s former roommate. They’d met more than a few weekends over the past year and volunteered their skills to the local SAR teams on opportune occasions. He’d discovered that the hope of finding lost souls ignited his adrenaline in a way that his years as a warrior never had.

Micah chose not to dwell on that realization. Explorations into his feelings usually ended up breaching old wounds and laying bare his mistakes. There was a reason he was called Iceman, and right now he needed all the ice he could get to keep memories from burning a hole in his heart.

So he stuck to the Gulf War stories, especially when Brian asked, “What war?”

Micah groaned when the kid couldn’t name the presidents before Reagan. Glancing at Sarah, he gave her a look that asked, “What do they teach kids these days in school?”

She shrugged, and the fact that she could smile through the grime streaking her face made him realize how lucky they all were to be laughing at Brian’s bewilderment. Behind them, Andee was tethered to the two youngsters. She kept them going with horrendous renditions of “Fried Ham,” a camp song without end. Micah finally bartered a year’s worth of ice cream for silence.

They reached the twilight zone, the near exit to the cave where lichen and moss grew, hinting at life and sunlight. The hint of real air fumigated the smell of subterranean mud and dirt. Micah made out spotlights, heard the crackle of radios, and braced himself. Media. He lumped them with the liars and connivers, with people like Lacey. And he hated them most when they exploited kids.

He stopped, turned, and smiled at Brian. “You okay, kid?”

When Brian nodded, relief poured through Micah. For the first time in twelve hours he felt the coil of dread around his chest begin to loosen. Fighting the burn of emotion, he breathed deeply, composed himself, and stepped out into the circus.

Mission completed without casualty. This time.


Chapter 2

SHEER PANIC SHOT Lacey to the surface of consciousness. Light assaulted, so bright her eyes teared. The repugnant odor of antiseptic swilled her brain. She gulped a cleansing breath, then groaned, feeling as if she inhaled through a web of nettles. “Where …?”

Reaching to rub her eyes, a stinging and pull in her hand made her wince. She blinked away the prick of tears and stared in horror at an IV taped to her skin. A hospital?

Twilight poured into the room, mottling the dark confusion that permeated her mind. Lacey felt stiff on her left side. She realized with another chest-ripping gasp that her arm had been plastered to her chest in an immovable sling. She wiggled her fingers and, with a rush of relief, felt pain slice up her arm and into her neck. At least she was still intact. The silence was fractured only by the hiss of an oxygen machine as she scrounged through memory, unconsciousness to—

Ishmael Shavik.

Explosions.

Falling!

A train crash?

Her chest thickened, breaths forced. Emily!

Lacey forced herself to move, searching for the nurse’s call button. She held the box to her plastered chest and squeezed her thumb into it. Obviously she’d pushed a little hard because the nurse barreled in, wearing a definite non—Florence Nightingale expression, and ripped it from Lacey’s embrace.

“Where’s my daughter?” Lacey’s voice rattled through her parched throat. “Emily Montgomery.”

The nurse, obviously dog tired judging from her fuzzy halo of brown hair and her forehead etched into a frown, sighed and reached for Lacey’s chart in a file holder above the bed. She flipped through it. “Nope. Nothing here about a daughter.” Her Southern smugness, rife with nasal twang, razed Lacey’s barely knitted calm.

“Yes, okay. No, I think she was traveling as … uh—” Lacey fingered the air, grabbing for mental purchase—“Janie Simmons. Yes.”

The nurse had rough hands, and when she pushed Lacey back into the folds of the bed, she didn’t spare her the full brunt. Lacey had sudden images of Stephen King’s psychotic Nurse Wilkes. “Sorry. Your chart lists you as traveling single.”

“No!” Lacey grabbed the nurse’s wrist in a death grip. “I have a daughter. Six years old, blonde hair. She’s wearing a sweater and her jammies.” Thoughts of Emily—crying, alone, bewildered, or worse, trapped in the smoking remains of the Amtrak car—pinched Lacey’s voice to a squeak. “Is there someone in charge of the crash I can talk to?”

Nurse I-Am-Misery Wilkes yanked her wrist from Lacey’s grasp, glared at her, and stalked out.

Lacey dropped onto her pillow, feeling like she’d been dragged a thousand miles through the Texas landscape. Of course, the hospital—or Amtrak for that matter—wouldn’t have Emily listed as her daughter or even her traveling companion. She’d purchased her ticket under an assumed name for safety purposes—so people like Ishmael Shavik couldn’t …

Lacey grabbed the nurse’s call button again.

This time Nurse Wilkes spared her no mercy. “You’re already in enough trouble.” She kicked the call box on the floor, where Lacey would have to dive over the side of the bed to snare it.

Lacey ignored her. “Do you have a patient here, a Middle Eastern man? His real name is Ishmael Shavik, but he could be traveling under an alias. He’s tall, thin, dark hair—”

“Thank you for calling us, Maggie.” The baritone accompanied a tall man, grim and stoic in a navy suit, with a crew cut, and the face and girth of a prizefighter.

Lacey swallowed her words as Maggie Wilkes smiled, not sweetly, and abandoned her into the hands of …?

“Agent Michael Brower. FBI.” He flipped out his credentials as if she could actually read them from six feet away. He closed the door behind Maggie. “And you’re Lacey Montgomery.”

Her heart stopped. Actually lurched in her chest and froze, midflight in her throat. She didn’t nod, didn’t blink.

“You’re under arrest.”

With an agonizing jerk, her pulse restarted and took off like a shot. “What?”

“For the murder of NSA Agent Brad Mitchell.” His dark eyes betrayed no tease, but rather painful shards of malice.

“Murder?”

“Murder.”

Lacey reached for the bed rail, ignoring the pull in her hand. “I didn’t kill anyone.” Well, at least not directly. She flinched, hoping he thought it was from the pain of her injury—which, at this point, she still wasn’t sure what that was.

“Your prints were all over the knife that neatly dissected his aorta.”

My prints? “I don’t even know a Brad Mitchell.” She stared hard at him. “And I certainly didn’t kill him. How could I when I was unconscious?”

Fury gathered on the man’s clean-shaven, squared-off face. He had a nose that looked like it had met up with a few uncooperative suspects. “Tell it to your attorney.”

Lacey took a deep breath. “Who is Brad Mitchell?” she asked, forcing her voice to be calm and scrolling through her list of contacts, afraid that she’d inadvertently added another enemy. But certainly she would remember killing a man. She hadn’t been able to dodge the memory of nearly killing a man, regardless of her attempts.

“Your NSA bodyguard,” Brower answered. He looked disgusted, arranging his chiseled features in a glare. “Tall man, built like a linebacker, brown hair?”

She let his sarcasm bounce off her, closed her eyes, and tried to pluck the description out of her memory. It came to her in a painful flash. The burly ice-cream buyer from the train. “He was my bodyguard?” A chill started at her toes and ended in her hands gripped on the bed. “Murdered?”

“Do you want me to spell it out?”

Fighting the mental image of springing from the bed and knocking the snide smile from his face, she glared back and said clearly, just in case he didn’t get it, “I. Didn’t. Murder. Him.”

Agent Brower smirked and picked up her chart. “We’re going to let you sit here for another twenty-four hours. Let that dislocation heal. But now that you’re awake …” He slipped the chart back into the file holder and stepped toward her. She could have sworn the man actually enjoyed pulling out a pair of handcuffs and locking her good hand, IV and all, to the bed rail.

She stared at the handcuff. The cold radiated up her arm as he Mirandized her, finishing with, “Do you want to make a telephone call?”

“Telephone call?” she echoed like a sick parrot. She shook her head. Who could she call? Never in her life had her she felt so bitterly alone, even when she lay in a grungy warehouse in Almaty, Kazakhstan. And even then she’d known that Micah would find her.

But any hope she had of her hometown hero locating her today while she died of desperation in a Missouri hospital had vanished years ago when she started collecting aliases like shoes.

Traitorous tears bit her eyes. “Listen, I really don’t care what you accuse me of. But I have a daughter. Six years old. I was traveling with her. Can you please, please find her?”

The agent drove despair into her heart with a single look and left the room.

Lacey trembled from head to toe, twisting the metal against her wrist, wondering how she’d managed to be accused of murder—again.

Who would have thought that the girl voted “most likely never to leave Ashleyville” in high school would find herself, twenty years later, running from an international thug, living under an array of assumed identities, and shackled to a hospital bed? Then again, if Micah had chosen her, perhaps she would have never left.

“Hey, Lucky Penny.” The memory of Micah’s voice swept over her as if he’d yelled across the hospital room, reviving the smells of decaying autumn leaves, the taste of youth, the ebullient sensation of hope. She bit her tongue, fighting the image of Jim Micah waving his helmet as he ran across the football field in his modern-day warrior regalia. He’d looked every inch the ruddy senior, with a spackling of five-o’clock shadow along his chin, and wide, wide-receiver hands that could grip a pigskin or catch a girl falling at his feet. Built like a powerhouse, Micah plowed through opponents like matchsticks and took her heart away with his rapscallion grin.

“A bunch of us are going out after the game—hangin’ at Shakey’s Pizza. Come along?” So it hadn’t been an invitation to the homecoming dance. She hadn’t dared hope that Jim Micah might actually see her as more than a tagalong, someone who had nearly dug a hole of humiliation in the dirt at his feet. But since that moment when she’d fallen at his feet—a split second of sheer embarrassment, followed by unutterable joy at his impressive game-winning thirty-yard catch—he’d called her his “lucky penny.” And, well, it fertilized all the dangerous daydreams she’d entertained about the six-foot-two senior.

Daydreams that turned into full-fledged regrets now as Lacey glanced at the handcuff tethering her to her dark future. She wished she could wipe away the tears that blinded her. No, Jim Micah hadn’t loved her. Despite her attempts to get his attention. Attempts that had not only failed miserably but caused him to despise her.

She balled her fist in the shackles, despair rising to choke her. “Oh, God, what now? Please … help.” The tinny words escaped her lips before she could bite them back. She had no right to approach God after her years on the lam. But lately, foxhole prayers had bubbled from some well of desperation in her soul. She let the prayer rise and hover near the ceiling, even lifted her head as if hoping He might swoop down and snatch it up.

Nothing. She’d run so far from God the doors to heaven had been permanently locked. “Okay, fine. I’ll save her on my own,” she mumbled.

Night blanketed the windows and she stared at her own miserable reflection. Matted, tangled copper red hair, puffy eyes, gaunt face. Unable to face the hollow, despairing woman in the window, she turned away and craned her body over the side of the bed, enduring a wash of sheer torture to haul up the nurse’s call box with her slung arm. She somehow finagled the television power button at the top and prayed for news about the train crash. Maybe a reporter would tell her Emily was safe and looking for her mother in a local hospital. Then at least Lacey wouldn’t need a sedative to sleep tonight.

She flicked through the channels. Reality shows, sitcoms. Her heart sank. But—oh, thank you!—they had CNN. She read the headlines ticking across the bottom. Something about the Middle East and the latest verbal boxing. A pretty brunette with caramel-colored skin mouthed news. Where was the volume? Lacey fiddled with the buttons and managed to add sound …

“—just emerged from a cave ominously called the Pit, where a group of local cavers rescued campers Jenny Davis, Brian Cummings, and Levi Schumann. The three had disappeared early yesterday morning when they hiked off with a counselor from Camp Break Point.” The picture panned to a handful of grimy rescuers climbing out of a slit in the earth’s crust. A slight drizzle blanketed the crew, adding to their grim, muddy appearance.

Lacey pumped up the volume.

“SAR-trained spelunkers exploring in the area volunteered to hike into the cave early this morning after receiving the missing person bulletin.” The on-scene reporter, a skinny woman with stringy brown hair, barely hiding a scowl, poked her microphone at the bunch. “Can you tell us how you found them, sir?”

Lacey sat stone still, watching one of the rescuers turn. Face nearly blackened with dirt as if he’d spent a year buried to his neck, the man gave the camera a death look.

She knew that look. Her breath caught and saliva pooled in her mouth. Yes, it had to be him. Lacey recognized the scar on his chin, showing as white as a laser against his filthy beard, and she’d never—not in a thousand lifetimes—forget those gray green eyes, the color of stones glistening in a flowing creek. Her eyes watered as Jim Micah, in all his dirty, rumpled, man-sized glory, growled, “Yeah. The counselor was pretty disoriented when he finally made it out for help. I’d have to say that God was the one who found them. We just kept searching ’til He showed us where they were.”

“And where did you find them?” The reporter shivered in the cold, but Micah stood stoic, as if untouched by the elements.

“Around Tiptoe Ledge, a pathway along the inner cavern of the Pit. One of the campers had fallen about fifteen feet off the ledge.” Micah kept glancing back at the boy he’d hauled out on some kind of inflatable stretcher. If Lacey didn’t know Micah better, she could have sworn she saw his face twitch to hold back a wave of emotions.

Then he turned back to the camera. “Praise God we found them when we did because they were all pretty near hypothermia.”

The reporter nodded and faced the camera for the close of the segment.

Lacey focused on Micah. While her breath froze in her chest, she saw him wipe his cheek. Yes, the man had sprouted tears. For a second, doubt slivered her confidence. The Jim Micah she knew had cried only once in his life, and even then he’d done it privately. Or thought he had.

As the camera panned over to the huddle of victims, Micah grinned at them, a look of pure warmth and genuine kindness.

It nearly swept Lacey’s heart right out of her chest. Oh yeah, that was Micah. And if anyone would help her find Emily, it was Jim Micah—Green Beret and the best friend of Emily’s father, John Montgomery. Lacey glanced at the ceiling, as if expecting to see a crack in those heavenly doors, and pushed the nurse’s call button.

Maybe she would make a call after all.
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Had he made it clear that lives hung in the balance? It seemed fitting that he’d taken to calling himself Nero even during his off-line time. Powerful, but surrounded by incompetents. No wonder the Roman ruler had turned slightly deranged. He threw his cell phone against the wall. It fell to the floor with an unsatisfying thump next to the television remote.

Silent images came from the muted television. He recognized the news of the Amtrak wreck and saw the reporter’s mouth move as she most likely described the snarl of machinery that littered the track. Nero’s gut churned. Where was the Ex-6 program?

Ishmael was dead. Confirmed by none other than the wolves tracking his every move. Nero felt a stab of pain, inconvenience mostly. He’d spent a good decade relying on the man. It would take another decade to find another assassin with Ishmael’s skills, someone who shared his goals and who looked beyond morals and ethics to the potential the current political climate stirred up. With the attention of the world focused on the Middle East and the consequential panic for oil, millions of greenbacks waited for the swift and astute.

Thanks to careful planning and Lacey’s recent advances in cryptology, he was both. He had been wise, as usual, to keep the former CIA whiz under his wing. He didn’t fight a smirk as he stepped up to the mirror and righted his appearance. The thin ivory tie, the matching dress shirt, the black silk suit. No need to betray the panic that iced his veins.

Perhaps he should trek down to Poplar Bluff and get eye to eye with the people who should be mopping up this mess. Just call him Mr. Inspiration.

He had lives at stake after all.

Besides, wouldn’t it be nice to glimpse Lacey, handcuffed to her bed, surprise and terror on that beautiful face? The past, returning to offer him retribution.

He glanced at his watch, and his stomach reacted to the time by climbing up his throat. Retrieving his cell phone, he tucked it into his suit pocket, grabbed his key, and hefted the garment bag over his shoulder.

Two hundred and forty-three miles to Poplar Bluff. Five hours. That left him forty-eight more to find the Ex-6 program and save his neck.
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One o’clock in the morning and the lady at the hospital admissions desk sounded as weary as he felt when she refused to tell him how the three kids were doing. Micah dropped the receiver onto the cradle and scowled at the telephone. Bureaucracy.

He combed his hand through his wet hair, feeling chilled clear to his soul. Some animal had climbed inside his gullet and growled demands for food. But after standing in the shower for thirty minutes, watching grime and guano pool at his feet, Micah could barely drag his bone-weary body to the hotel bed, let alone muster the vigor to hustle it to the local IHOP. The animal would have to wait until morning to be appeased.

Dressed in a pair of cargo shorts, Micah flopped against the pillows and dug around for the remote. He scanned through the channels, found the obligatory CNN feed, and caught the tail end of himself being interviewed. Oh, he looked lovely in a filthy yellow helmet and blue jumpsuit, dirt blackening his face. He barely recognized his voice, so flattened was his Southern drawl. Twenty years in the army had nearly obliterated his Southern good-ole-boy distinction. He sounded like a Yankee with a bad cold.

When the stranger on the screen wiped his face, as if clearing a tear, he turned off the set, disgusted. He could just imagine fellow rescuer and ex—Green Beret buddy Conner Young sitting off to the side, holding his gut laughing, or worse, writing to Micah’s former cohorts from the 10th Special Forces somewhere in war-torn Eastern Europe. News flash: Jim Micah has feelings! And they’re dripping all over national TV.

He cringed at the thought. Iceman, they’d called him, and he’d had no problem living up to that reputation. Emotions were—and always had been—a liability. The last time he’d actually let something akin to his real feelings show, he’d ended up embarrassing himself, his best friend, and losing the only woman he’d ever loved.

“You’re marrying her?” Even now, more than a decade later, the memory of his own voice pitched into incredulity made him wince.

John Montgomery had frowned, as if confused by Micah’s question. “Of course. She’s perfect for me.”

Not, I love her. Not, she’s the one I’ve wanted since you introduced me to her our senior year, but, she’s perfect for me. As in, she’ll fit my life, my goals. Micah had wanted to grab his best friend by the throat.

“But …” Panic had laced Micah’s throat, and his emotions gurgled out. “Does she—?” He bit off his words.

John laughed. “Wait, are you still thinking she loves you? C’mon, Micah. She’s been my girl since high school. She was over you the day you introduced us at Shakey’s Pizza.”

Micah felt sick, remembering Lacey’s wide eyes, silver and precious, twinkling as Micah wrestled his best friend through the packed pizza joint to meet the girl who felt like laughter and sunshine to his soul. “You’re the quarterback,” she’d said, awe in her sweet voice.

Micah had watched with a sinking heart, somehow holding on to his smile as John took Lacey’s hand, and with one swift, senior move, stole Micah’s girl.

“Well, yeah, sweetheart. Someone has to win for the Eagles.” Then John winked at her, exuding 120 percent Southern male charisma. Couldn’t she see the guy was all glitter? He didn’t have a serious bone in his body. John Montgomery loved the moment and poured his heart and smile into it.

Sometimes Micah actually hated his best friend.

Especially when, seven years later, Micah had stuffed down his last hopes, apologized, and slapped his friend on the back, congratulating John on his nuptials. Then he slinked away like a hound to lick his wounds.

No, emotions only led to painful admissions, regrets, and what-ifs. Besides, today he wasn’t fraying at the seams; he’d just been relieved that the kids were safe. Micah’s sudden flux of emotions had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that he could never have a son like Brian, a kid who reminded him of his nephew, complete with mischievous brown eyes and questions on overdrive. Since his cancer, that it had become a physical impossibility.

Muting the television, Micah tossed the remote onto the bed. Silence blanketed the room. Outside the cheesy hotel—there wasn’t another one closer than thirty miles on this lonely strip of back-mountain highway—a half-lit neon light turned the dingy carpet blood red. The room reeked of embedded cigarette smoke and dust. He’d constructed a trail of towels across the moldy bathroom floor to his bed, pretty sure the Centers for Disease Control could find a few new biological weapons ringing the shower drain or breeding in the grout.

Rolling to the center of the lumpy mattress, Micah flung the bedspread over himself and crammed the pillow under his head. He wondered if Andee and Sarah had returned from their quest for a convenience store. Conner had found shelter in his pickup at a local campground. Never one to leave his computer gear unattended, Conner actually got chest pains at the thought of leaving his wizardry alone for the night. The former communications whiz personified the new wave of adventurer, equipped with a four-wheel-drive Chevy, over-the-bed topper, satellite television, and Internet hookup. Conner strapped on his cell phone like a six-gun before he even climbed out of bed. He’d been showing off his latest acquisition—a palm computer with cell phone capabilities—when they’d received the alert for the missing children.

The call had interrupted a precious caving weekend. With Andee and Sarah trekking down from New York, it wasn’t often the group carved out time to cave together. At least Micah and Conner had spent a couple of relaxing days at Micah’s condo in Ashleyville before heading out to east Tennessee to meet up with Sarah and Andee. Conner mentioned looping over the mountains and wandering up the coast while he frittered away his vacation. With his latest gadgets, he could run his information technology company from anywhere as long as he was available for consulting.

Now there was a life in which Micah might be interested. No ties and flexing his brain for his bucks instead of throwing his body in the line of fire. He couldn’t even guess where his old unit slept tonight, but he’d put money on the assumption that it wasn’t in a bed or even in a place marked legibly on a map. Then again, how much worse could it get than being rolled up like a burrito in a polyester bedspread, the back of his stomach rubbing against the front in hunger?

He’d thought when he’d signed up for glory in the Green Berets, he might find eternal purpose. Instead he discovered that serving in the military played out like any other job, one long day after another. As years spooled out and he climbed the ranks, it became more and more difficult to roll out of the bunker and see light threading down from heaven.

Micah’s unexpected battle with cancer had allowed him to step back, regroup, and take a fresh look at his life verse: “The Lord has already told you what is good, and this is what he requires: to do what is right, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God.” By embracing the Green Beret motto—to free the oppressed—he thought he might accomplish Micah 6:8 all in one swoop. He longed to be God’s man, had thought he was on the inside lane toward finishing well. Then why did his soul sometimes feel like a rock sitting hard and cold in the middle of his chest?

Micah slammed a fist into his pillow—roughly the thickness of that IHOP special he kept dreaming of—and tried not to think about his bleak future.

Settling into the magic between REM sleep and consciousness, Micah envisioned Lacey, backlit by the bath-room light. “Hi there, hero,” she said. At first she seemed a shadow. Then she smiled, and he smiled back, settling into the comfort of his dream.

“I missed you.” She came toward him, wearing an old football jersey and a pair of jeans. The pants dragged on the carpet, her painted toenails teasing from under the cuffs. “Rough night?”

He tucked one arm under his head, watching her. Her eyes glowed, the love in them twisting his heart enough to make him gasp. “Yeah,” he heard himself say. “A couple more hours and we would have lost the kids.”

She reached out and lightly ran two fingers along the scar on his stomach, the one that extended under his arm and around his back. “Does it still hurt?”

“Sometimes,” he said, suddenly wanting to hide the way he still fought for breath during a long run or the weakness that often rushed over him, knocking him to his knees.

Tears filled her eyes, glistening in the lamplight. “I’m sorry, Micah. So sorry.” She moved her hand up to his cheek. He turned his face into its softness, fighting the burn in his throat.

Headlights blared across the room into Micah’s eyes. He blinked, and Lacey’s image died, leaving only the silhouette of the ethereal moment traced on his heart.

Micah stared at the ceiling, gritting his teeth, furious that in sleep she came to him, mocking the contempt he wanted to feel. He pushed himself off the bed and padded to the window. The drizzle had turned frenetic and splattered the ground like machine-gun fire. He leaned his forehead on the cold pane, watching the car that had awakened him obliterate a puddle. His pickup parked across the lot looked dark and lonely. Andee and Sarah had either not returned from their expedition, had parked down the row, or—with their combined brainpower and verve, this wasn’t unlikely—decided to hightail it to the nearest city and find a real hotel, complete with room service and spa.

Only the raindrops and his regrets lingered to keep him company. He put his hand to his chest, feeling cold and hollow. Lord, please drive this woman from my mind. I’m only human and these desires aren’t right, let alone healthy. Please free me from this grip she has on me.

Micah followed the towel path to the bathroom, got a drink, washed his face again, then returned to the bed and thoroughly tangled the bedsheets, wrestling with his insomnia and the enduring outline of Lacey on his subconscious.

He had finally found a comfortable position, a place where every muscle didn’t retort with malice, when his cell phone jangled. Clawing his way out of the swaddle of sheets, he lunged for it, digging it out of his backpack on the fourth ring, a second before it switched over to voice mail. “What?”

“Hello?”

The voice scraped off the final vestiges of sleep and dragged him down the tunnels of time. “Hello?” he asked, sure his ears deceived him. He knew his heart did because it stuck in his ribs, glued there by bittersweet joy. It was completely unfair that after nearly seven years of not hearing her voice it still turned his insides to mush. Hadn’t God heard his desperation?

“Micah, is that you?”

Despite the fact that he’d been called by his last name since his junior high football days, only one person used it as if it were a sweet song, with a soft catch of hope in her voice. Only one person knew he’d wanted to be everything that name embodied.

“Yeah, Lacey,” he said, fighting to keep his tone flat, “you found me.”




Chapter 3

LIGHTNING FLASHED, CRACKING the dark pane of night and illuminating the bowing hickory and oak trees. The winds picked up the loam and decaying leaves and strewed them across the road. Few knew this route like he did, but still, Nero eased up on the gas. A painful plummet into the gulley flanking the road didn’t fit into his short-term goals. His headlights carved out a mournful path through Mark Twain National Forest as the thunder now groaned its misdeeds.

He’d do well to hole up and wait until morning. It wouldn’t help the situation if he showed up at Baptist Hospital in the middle of the night, drenched, bone weary, and furious. Not if he wanted the NSA boys to keep their distance. One whiff of trouble and they’d put Lacey in custody so tight he’d never wheedle the truth out of her constricted throat. No, he wanted to be the one to tighten the noose, thank you. He owed her. He deserved the honor.

Lightning strobed again, two long flashes, and this time Nero made out a figure huddled in the opposite lane. A deer? Nero hit his brakes, not wanting the animal to flee into his bumper. He slowed and his lights skimmed it.

Not an animal.

A child.

He stomped his brakes and a screech pierced the air. The child stood up, eyes wide, arms out, screaming. A snapshot of pure fear. Then she turned and ran into the forest.

Nero slammed the car into park and barreled out. “Stop!” Could luck have finally dealt his card? After searching and planning and waiting, could fate have dropped in his lap the one collateral that guaranteed his success?

“Wait, little girl!” Emily?

Crashing, screams. He dived into the forest, his eyes making out only hulking trees, the web of brush as it scraped his face, his hands. “Emily! I’m a friend of your mommy!”

More screams. He followed the sound, stopped, and listened to his own heartbeat. Branches caught his suit coat, blackened his shirt. His feet felt soggy and cold. The wind found his ears and drilled them with the humid breath of early fall. “Emily! I’m here to help you!”

A whimper. He plunged through the dark, holding his breath, and nearly fell on her. She crouched between the thigh-thick roots of a tree, her legs drawn up, her skinny arms around her knees, her head tucked into her body.

“No, sweetie, I’m here.” He sat down and forced away the image of another little girl, crying, “Daddy, don’t leave!” He touched the little girl’s arm.

She jerked, looked up at him, and howled.

The sound churned a hole through his soul. Overhead, the lightning crackled, and he glimpsed her terrified face. “It’s okay,” he said, trying to recall how his voice should sound. “I’m here to help. Your mommy sent me.”

She looked at him again, a black outline against the night, but she didn’t scream. He slid his arms behind her, under her legs, lifted her, and held her close. She tensed, but as the lightning scraped the sky, she dug her hands into his shirt.

“That’s right. Just relax,” he soothed as he wrestled her out of the forest, back to the road, and into his car. He settled her in the backseat, dragging out a coat from his suitcase. He tucked it around her, wiping her wet face with his hand. “There, there. Don’t worry. You’ll be just fine.”

Oh yes, fate had been kind.
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Lacey dreamed of her escape. Because no one else was going to look for her daughter.

Micah’s incredulous snort still echoed in her mind. The conversation started ugly and mutated fast. She knew she shouldn’t have called the second he said hello. His voice still sent a rumble of warmth to the center of her body. Thick. Salving. Quintessential Micah. How she longed to hear him laugh.

“It’s me, Lacey,” she’d said, as if he hadn’t just recognized her. Even now, the fact that he’d known her after all this time made her tingle. Her voice had trembled. “I need your help.”

Then he had laughed. A short burst of disbelief. It felt like a knife sliced through her chest.

“I’ve been arrested.”

“Finally.”

Tears lashed her eyes. “They’ve accused me of murder, but I didn’t do it.”

He sighed. “Is there a point to this conversation, or are you just calling me up to prove that cats can’t change their stripes?”

She flinched. “I know what you think. But I’m innocent. Again.” She swallowed, wishing she could spill out the story, wishing history wasn’t classified. Tears ran down her chapped face. Her voice dropped to a desperate whisper. “Listen, Micah. I was in a train wreck. In Missouri. I’m in the hospital and my little girl is missing. Please, please I need your help.”

Silence. She could imagine him rubbing his temples with his thumb and forefinger, looking like he had the night she told him she was moving to Massachusetts to attend MIT. He handled it par for Micah—passionless, like he didn’t care in the least that she was walking out of his life and slamming the door.

He’d blown out a breath, pursed his lips, and nodded. No “Please don’t go.” No outcry of frustration. Not even a wince that he might never see her again. Just a nod. Sometimes that nod, in memory, made her want to slap him hard.

Other times, memory seduced her to grab him by the lapels and kiss him, freeing the emotions that swirled in her chest. He’d looked beautiful that evening—nearly regal in his army dress uniform. To think she’d actually dreamed of that night for weeks, not caring in the least that John was off risking his neck while his best friend, Micah, took her to senior prom.

She’d hoped that seeing her in the blue chiffon gown would suddenly alert him to the fact that she wasn’t the fifteen-year-old fan that had tripped into his arms, but a grown-up lady, with a grown-up mind to match. She’d hoped it would shatter the frozen Jim Micah facade and release a man of passion, of emotion. A man who loved her more than a friend.

Just like she’d loved him. Regardless of her feelings for John Montgomery, Micah had been her friend through her darkest hours. He’d been the one to whom she’d wanted to give her heart.

Oh, the foolish, romantic fantasies of a teenager. Instead of taking her back in his arms, running his wide, strong hands through her hair, and kissing her with the same emotions she thought she’d glimpsed in his eyes, he’d nodded. Iceman. Wasn’t that his new nickname? He’d earned it.

He obviously hadn’t shaken it in twenty-some years either. “Why should I help you?” he asked.

Her breath caught, as she chose to hear hope instead of disdain. “Because you were John’s best friend. And because my little girl is John’s daughter.”

She could hear him swallow, absorbing the information across two states. “And,” she said, her voice tremulous, “deep down inside, you know I’m innocent. You know I could never kill anyone.”

Silence again, and in it Lacey’s optimism mushroomed. He believed her. He had to know that she could never—would never—kill the man to whom she pledged her life. She’d nearly died trying to save John. Even if Micah couldn’t be privy to the private files of the CIA, he knew her better than anyone. Knew that she spoke the truth. She bit her lip, tasting salt, feeling nearly buoyant.

“No, Lacey. I don’t know that. In fact, I’m pretty sure you’re lying to me right now. I can’t believe you actually had the nerve to mention John.” His voice shook. “Please don’t ever call me again.”

“No—!”

The telephone droned in her ear.

She began to shake as she cradled the receiver to her chest. The night pressed against the windows, sweeping despair into the room. She stared into the darkness, seeing her wretched self in the reflection, imagining a six-year-old huddled against the elements, terrified, abandoned … dead. A moan started in the pit of Lacey’s stomach and emerged in a feral cry that frightened her. She let the receiver drop, pulled the cotton sheet up to her nose, and wept.

The agent had stomped into the room at the noise, then skulked out. Nothing but the sound of her hopes shredding, piece by piece, remained.

She must have succumbed to the grasp of exhaustion because the sound of a food cart rattling down the hall woke her like the ghost of Christmas Future. She lifted her head, dazed, and scrambled for comprehension.

Nighttime had surrendered to the sun, and it trumpeted into the room like pure oxygen, reviving and full of joy. Lacey felt hollow and raw in the face of such brilliance. She went to scrub her face and her arm caught.

Handcuffs. Oh yeah. She closed her eyes, longing for the oblivion of unconsciousness, even as her brain wrapped around ideas for escape. Micah may have deserted her, but she was going to go down kicking. And they’d have to catch her first. She examined the cuffs.

She hadn’t forgotten all of her training.

A knock at the door. She turned away, her back to the food service. The last thing she needed was prying eyes on her pain. Besides, anything she put in her stomach would return in an ugly rush.

The door clicked open. “I’m not hungry,” she said in a voice she hoped barked, “get out.”

“That’s good, because I don’t have any food.”

Even as she turned, disbelief washed over her, dislodged her heart, and swept it clear away.

Jim Micah stood in the doorway, appearing big and bold and fierce, the cutting edge of handsome in a leather jacket, a gray shirt, and black jeans that doubled his stun power. Even from six feet away, she could feel a seductive power in his presence, one that made her feel at once both weak and uncannily safe. The materialization of her every dream.

Except for the fact that he looked about as happy to see her as he might his executioner. His gray green eyes drilled through her, and the grim set of his mouth held no welcome.

She dredged up a smile. “Hi.”

“You’d better not be lying to me or so help me, Lacey, I’ll find a way to convict you and see that you hang myself.”

Nope, not thrilled to see her. But he’d shown up, hadn’t he?

Lacey couldn’t help but smile.
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Micah still didn’t believe her. He resolved that to himself as he stared at her, feeling his heart rip from its moorings just a little. She looked … awful. Her penny red hair in stringy ringlets, her face red-streaked from the coarse pillow. Her left arm had been slung tight to her thin body. The other was shackled to the bed. It twisted his gut to see it, even if she deserved it.

Believing that part still took his breath away. He ground his feelings to a nub and gave her a hard look, hoping to match his voice to it. “I mean it, Lacey. If you’re lying—” he shook his head—“what am I talking about? I know you are.”

“You don’t believe that.” Her gunmetal gray eyes held the texture of hope, and he knew he’d just made a serious mistake. Either that or the fatigue of hopping in his car and flooring it eight-plus hours from Tennessee to Missouri had left him with his defenses on idle.

“I do,” he managed.

“Then why are you here?” Her smile could still knock him to his knees, and she wielded it now with painful accuracy.

“Because … well …” Okay, yes, I want to believe that you have been telling me the truth. “If you’re on the level, then I owe John.”

Her voice dropped, devastatingly soft. “Deep inside, you know I could never lie to you.”

He stalked to the window, where he looked out at the parking lot. The sun glinted against pools of rainwater. “I don’t have time for your games. If you want my help, you have about five minutes to convince me before your bodyguard returns from the little boys’ room.”

He heard her sigh, as if giving up on their past, and for a moment, he longed to let her run her litany by him again, just once, to see if there was something in it he could grab on to. Some shred of unturned evidence that might help him unravel the truth. He ached to believe something other than what he’d seen with his own eyes.

“I was pregnant with John’s baby in Kazakhstan,” Lacey said. “I didn’t tell anyone, and I begged the CIA to keep it hushed.”

“Obviously.” Micah turned, clenched his jaw against rising emotions. Pregnant. With John Montgomery’s child. A child who should have been his. “And just how did this mythical child survive your wounds?” He looked pointedly at her stomach, from where he’d extracted a six-inch knife. As clear as if it were yesterday, he remembered her groans, smelled the blood caking his hands and fatigues, and tasted the fear lacing the back of his throat as he raced her to the nearest international hospital. He again tried to deny what he’d seen, but the image of John’s corpse sprawled on the warehouse floor saturated his mind.

“She was born three months premature. If it weren’t for you …” She looked away, and he saw her fight a tremor in her jaw.

Oh, boy, this was a bad idea. He should have known it from the way his heart had leaped from its grave and pounced on his cell phone callback button, connecting him to the switchboard at Baptist Hospital in Poplar Bluff, Missouri. He should have done the smart thing—sat down and waited for his heart, along with his common sense, to come crawling back. Instead he let it lead the way out to his pickup and across the state line. Evidently, she still had the power to make him think with his emotions, not his brain.

“C’mon, Lacey, I was there. I saw your injuries. I saw you. You didn’t look any more pregnant than I do.”

She gave him a look that could take out ten men. “I hid it. From you. From John. From the company. I have to live with my mistakes, but I’m not going to fabricate a daughter just to get you to help me.”

Micah took two steps closer and clamped his hand over her mouth. “Shh. I don’t need the cavalry interrupting us.”

She shook herself free and shot a look at the door. “Something you want to tell me?”

“No.” The last thing he needed, besides having the NSA arrive and mar his return to active duty through a suspicious liaison, was Lacey Montgomery’s sympathy. “Let’s skip ahead. Assuming that you’re not lying—” he held up a warning finger at her flush of color—“tell me when you last saw her.”

She swallowed hard, corralling the look of curiosity in her eyes. “Okay. On the train. We were taking the Eagle to Chicago, and it derailed last night. I have no idea where I am, because no one will give me any information. I don’t know if she’s dead, wandering around the forest, or safe in the hospital somewhere.” Her voice fell at the end. “Please, Micah. You’re my only hope.”

He closed his eyes and turned away. He didn’t need to hear that. Lord, give me wisdom here. Don’t let me be duped by my longings or her wiles. “What’s her name?”

“Emily.”

“My mother’s name.” He winced at the way his tone betrayed him.

Lacey stayed silent.

He turned and met her gaze. In it, he saw the woman she’d been. His Lucky Penny—the clarinet player, the homecoming queen, his prom date, the MIT graduate, and master spy. Please, her eyes cried. “How old is she?”

“Six. Blonde curly hair, John’s blue eyes. She’s probably still in her jammies.”

He broke her gaze. “I’ll see what I can turn up.” He made to leave, but she grabbed his shirt with her hand, stretching out her slung arm. A flash of pain across her face made him flinch. He hadn’t wanted her to see that her pain could needle him right in the heart.

“Thank you, Micah. I’ll make it up to you.”

“You can pay me back by forgetting my name,” he said harshly, then strode out before she could see him totter over the fine precipice of control.
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