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A lead byline and a cover
story—that’s what journalist Loren Stanton wants most. Until she meets
genetically enhanced soldier Adam Blacker. Team leader of a top-secret covert
ops group, Adam never wanted to search for his genetic match, but whenever he
gets close to Loren, things turn hot quickly, making him forget every reason he
had for retaining his bachelor status. After a scorching night together,
neither doubts they’re connected at a DNA-deep level, although both fear the
high stakes of what it means to be together.

Loren gives Adam two weeks to prove
he’s bred for more than war. He must convince her that he’s also coded for
love.
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June 14, 2013 Beltsville, MD



Furor continues on the once quiet government land a few
miles outside the nation’s capital. At a press conference held yesterday
evening, spokesman Peter Shepard confirmed the existence of a top-secret
program formed in conjunction with The National Institute of Health to breed
genetically enhanced soldiers. According to Shepard, “The Program for DNA
Manipulation and Eradication of Disease was founded in 1958 in an effort to
wipe out genetic diseases in the world. While the scientists failed in their
original endeavor, their research led to the development of DNA mapping and
pairing.”

The process of mapping and pairing led to the creation of
stronger, smarter humans. Shepard confirmed that multiple generations of these
“super soldiers” have been living and operating on the Beltsville campus since
the early sixties, although he did not confirm the rumors that he is one of
these original enhanced soldiers. Nor did he confirm that different government
branches, including the CIA, routinely use these soldiers in classified
military operations.

The press conference was interrupted by protestors including
evangelical Christian groups who are calling for the immediate termination of
the Program. Several members of Congress and the Senate also expressed their
concern over the secrecy and lack of knowledge regarding this major scientific
and military development. A hearing regarding the future of these enhanced
soldiers is scheduled for the fall.





Chapter One



“Your knight in shining armor is here. The toasts are about
to begin, and you’re all the way back here without a glass of champagne?” Adam
held out a delicate glass of bubbly to the woman standing so far in the back of
the hotel ballroom, she may as well have phoned in her attendance. Tonight’s
bodyguard duty dictated he investigate any anomaly, and the sexy blonde
hovering near the door instead of gulping down free champagne and sushi
definitely constituted further security questions. He’d had to dodge several
flirtatious smiles and dance invitations from other females on the way here,
but he was a man on a mission.

His boss, Shepard’s, parting words rang in his brain. Don’t
mess this up, Blacker. This is our first job since we went public. Any screw-up
will be fodder for the upcoming hearings. Shep had nothing to worry about.
It couldn’t be that hard to keep an eye on the party. He’d done far harder jobs
and had a near perfect record of getting his job done.

Only now that he was back here in his party-guest guise
smiling down at the lady in question and offering expensive Moët, he couldn’t
seem to move his feet more than a few inches away from her. He shifted and
crossed his arms over his waist, trying to hide the sudden erection that popped
up as if he were repeating seventh grade.

It had nothing to do with her long, honey-blonde curls or
the way she filled out her little black dress, though those details were
certainly nice. Every other woman in Ambassador Johannes Christenson’s party
glittered from too much makeup and jewels. This woman shined all on her own
without the fancy trappings. She held something more elusive that had Adam
panting and staring at her. It was her scent or her skin…or something.

“How about a dance then?” he asked when she refused the champagne.
Well hell, what allowed those words to pop out of his mouth? It certainly got
the woman’s attention.

Her gaze traveled slowly up and down his front. “Back here?
Or do we need to head down to the dance floor?”

He shrugged. “Here works,” he said and ignored his partner’s
glare boring a hole in the back of his tuxedo, reminding him he was slacking in
his guard-dog duties and possibly giving credence to Shep’s warning. But
honestly, who hired undercover security for a baby’s first birthday? For that matter,
what nutters invited two hundred people to a black-tie first birthday party?
Adam didn’t know squat about babies, and had no plans of learning. Ever. But he
was pretty sure the birthday boy would prefer to be home in his crib instead of
dolled up in a one-piece baby tux, sleeping in his nanny’s arms.

He wasn’t going to question it though. Shep said to be here,
and he knew better than to challenge his commander’s authority. Before they’d
been exposed, the idea of doing bodyguard duty for a civilian would have been
laughed out of the room, but for some reason, Shep had accepted this gig for
Ambassador Christenson’s party. So here he was, offering champagne and a dance
to a gorgeous party guest and keeping an eye on the well-dressed guest of
honor.

“No champagne, but I will dance.” She looked surprised that
she’d accepted. “I mean, thanks for the offer, but I’m working. I’m a
journalist reporting on the party so no, I mean I can’t.”

“Come on. Take a minute to dance.” Adam practically scooped
her off her feet in eagerness and ignored the raised hair on the back of his
neck at the word journalist. The very last thing he needed tonight was
scrutiny from a journalist, but his warning radar disintegrated as she stepped close.
He swept the woman into his arms, whirling her toward a hidden shadowy corner
of the room, all the while keeping an eye on the crowded dance floor. At first
she stiffened at his refusal to accept her refusal, but gradually she loosened
up and swayed along with him.

He pulled her tighter against his body, giving in to his
urge to inhale her scent. She didn’t protest and stepped even closer. Adam
sucked in a breath and struggled to keep the conversation light, rocked by his
completely unprofessional behavior. He was insane to lower his guard and dance
with this woman. He was the team leader for Christ’s sake and a damn good one.
He’d never messed up a job before, but now that he had her in his arms, he
couldn’t let go.

“A reporter, huh? Where can I read your work?” His body was
glued to her personal space and couldn’t—wouldn’t—move unless yanked away by
physical force.

A sweet blush stained her cheeks as she brushed her
fingertips along his neck. “I work for The Post. Though we’ll see
how long that lasts thanks to the latest budget cuts.” She muttered the last
bit under her breath, but he still picked it up thanks to his above-average
hearing.

A sudden buzzing in Adam’s ear distracted him from the
perfect shadow of cleavage her dress revealed. “What the hell are you doing?”
Chase hissed into his ear comm. “Your back is to the room, and you’re…dancing.”

He forced himself to swivel around enough to catch Chase’s
attention and give him a curt nod then turned back to ogle his blonde.

Damn it. In the half second he’d turned his attention away,
the tall, luscious reporter had unwound her arms from his neck and fled the
room. Was it something he’d said? It took him a minute to get his head back in
the game and stop staring at her retreating back. It was best for his own
sanity she’d left, but his feet, along with another pressing part of his
anatomy, itched to go after her. He couldn’t. Damn duty called.

Chase’s insistent diatribe in his ear forced him to turn
around and head back to the crowd surrounding the ambassador and his child. The
farther away he moved from the woman’s spot, the more his body and mind shook
off the lingering arousal. Sure, she was appealing in a way no woman had been
for a long while, but tonight was not the time. He had work to do.

“Chase, is all clear from your position?” he murmured under
his breath as he swept up a glass from a tray dotted with champagne flutes to
maintain the pretense he was like any other party guest.

“Looking good, Blacker.”

He glanced slightly to his right. Chase also stood in
perfect position to observe the room and the baby they were hired to protect.
Chase’s voice buzzed again in the hidden earpiece. The clamor of cocktail
conversations and metal clashes emanating from the open kitchen doors made it
difficult to hear.

“Were you enjoying your dance with my sister?”

“Your sister?” Adam managed to maintain his near-silent
tone, though he wanted to shout. Man, talk about a small world. Of all places
for Chase’s sister to show up. “Are you sure that was your sister? How did you
even know it was her? I thought you’d never met her.”

His partner, also dressed as a party attendee, stood in the
fray of the frenzied, toasting crowd drinking ever more alcohol. “It’s
definitely my sister, Loren.”

The hot reporter was Chase’s sister. The idea blew his mind.
“Does she know you, or even know about you?” This was a shit time for Q and A,
but he wanted to know about the woman.

“I looked her up last year and followed her to work. I
wanted to see my half sister, even if I couldn’t introduce myself,” Chase said.
“She doesn’t know I exist.”

“Did you know she’s a reporter?”

Chase’s sudden curse made the hair on the back of his neck
stand on end.

“Gotta go. Black-haired male to my right is packing heat,”
Chase said in a rush.

Adam snapped back to attention and watched his partner step into
the path of a potential enemy. He was on a job and had nearly blown the whole
thing after one sighting of a beautiful woman. Chase’s sister. Loren Stanton.
Damn. Even as he put down the glass and removed his ubiquitous, untraceable
Tomahawk dagger from his jacket, he envisioned Loren’s dark-blonde curls and
delectable body in the silky sheath that caressed her curves.

The mental image alone was enough to revive his flagging
erection and he struggled to refocus his attention on the job at hand. Across the
room, Chase threw himself forward as if he’d been jostled by the crowd and
tilted the burgundy contents of his wineglass onto the white dress shirt of the
party guest next to him. Perfect timing. The idiot’s fingers had been reaching
for his tiny almost-concealed weapon. Ambassador Christensen stood a few feet
away shaking hands, blithely unaware of the threat.

Chase pulled off a Mr. Bean impersonation of a bumbling
fool, pulling a linen handkerchief from his pocket and vigorously rubbing at
the spreading stain. “My apologies, sir.” Chase’s voice carried over the din of
the crowd. “You should go change. Please charge the dry cleaning bill to me.
Here let me help.”

Chase propelled the fuming, dripping guest along toward him.
Adam stood ready to grab the guy and get him out of the party before any guest
realized something was wrong. He slowed his breathing, his knifelike vision
homed in on the dripping target. His stomach squeezed into a balled fist. Icy
sweat soaked his shirt. All noise from the party drained away and all guests
faded into two-dimensional figures on a surreal painting. Time slowed to the tick,
tick, tick of his heartbeat then sped up. Ten years of experience had not
dulled the nervous anticipation of a close-range maneuver. He hoped it never
dulled, because the minute that drug of anticipation stopped working you joined
the walking dead. Adam had seen it in the eyes of his comrades doing the job
too long.

Chase’s voice rang in his ear. “Three…two…one…you’re on.” He
walked the man forcibly toward Adam, who grabbed him and took over Chase’s
position, while Chase stayed in the party.

* * * * *

Loren Stanton made it halfway to the lobby before she spun
on a precarious heel and marched back toward the ballroom on a mission. A hot
man danced with her and what had she done? Like an idiot, she’d left, not just
left, but run. The moment the man had stepped into her personal space, her
visceral reaction shocked the hell out of her. She’d never been that aroused in
her life with just a single touch. Her physical reaction to him frightened her,
and she didn’t know how she’d found the inner strength to pull away when all
she’d really wanted was to stay pressed up against the man.

In her normal world, if a guy sported a hard-on while
dancing with her, he’d best have the good sense to take a step back. Instead,
she’d wanted to rub up against him like a cat or dance him against the ballroom
wall and explore his package further. What was in the champagne they’d been
serving? Liquid pheromones?

It was an amateur move on her part to flee instead of making
a bold move on the only man to interest her in a long while. Not only had she
left without his name and number, but she’d left without much of a news story.
What was she going to say to her supervisor tomorrow? Sorry, but I had to
leave. I had a sudden appointment with my vibrator? Yeah, that wouldn’t go
over well, and she’d never get the opportunity to get back on the serious news
desk. Covering the DC social scene was fine for some, but she wanted the
hard-hitting news stories, which meant she had to go back to get a story and
the guy’s number. Thanks to the recent budget cuts affecting nearly every
newspaper in the country, she’d kept her paycheck by agreeing to cover DC’s
social scene instead of reporting on meatier stories as she desperately wanted.

She quickened her pace back into the ballroom, thinking of
the mysterious man. Awareness of him had bubbled and fizzed up inside her as
he’d held out the glass to her. Just looking up into a man’s eyes caused
excitement. Because of her height, most men looked her straight in the eye. It
was a joy to stare at his broad shoulders, which appeared strong enough to hold
up any one of the columns posted around the room. Men wearing tuxedoes filled
the ballroom. None carried off the penguin suit with the grace and elegance he
did, as if he were born in black-and-white superfine wool.

She took a deep breath and ran a hand down her hair to
smooth her unruly curls. She threw open the double doors of the ballroom and
got hit with a wave of sound. The din of conversation had increased to
ever-frenzied levels. She looked to where she’d last spotted the man. He stood
with his back to her near a pile of dirty plates stacked on a tray. She smiled,
tamping down the sudden rapid pounding of her heart and realized she was
actually breathless as though she’d sprinted back to the ballroom. When she was
roughly ten feet away he turned to the side and walked up to another party
guest wearing a shirt stained with a deep-red splotch that looked like blood.
He wrapped his left arm around the other man’s shoulders, and the pair strolled
out onto the balcony of the ballroom.

Oh man, she’d read the whole thing wrong. Her sexy man
batted for the other team, and her crazy reaction was totally one-sided. She
waited a moment, hoping he’d return to the party, but he seemed to have
disappeared. Perhaps she should double-check the balcony, just in case. She was
probably going to regret this, but what was life without a little risk?

She hurried to the open doors and out into the sticky DC
night, pausing on the balcony. The humidity enveloped her like a vat of boiling
water. She glanced around, her excellent night vision quickly adjusting to the
dark. The bulbous Capitol Dome glowed off to the left. No signs of the man and
his partner that way. Where could they have gone? Somewhere more private?

Well that was a bust. It would be almost too embarrassing to
find him at this point anyway. She’d have to explain why she was skulking
around on the unlit balcony. She headed back into the air-conditioned ballroom
and exited to the front of the hotel to catch a taxi home. Surely she’d seen
enough of the event to send in a decent news story. Really, what was there to
say? Spoiled kid turns one and parents throw a ridiculous over-the-top party
instead of buying some balloons and baking some cupcakes.

* * * * *

“Adam!”

Adam paused in his pursuit to listen to Chase’s yell coming
through his earpiece. He was far enough away from the hotel that the reception
crackled. “What?”

“Get your ass back here now.”

It was hard to tell over the static, but easygoing Chase
sounded panicked.

“Negative. I’m still in pursuit of the suspect with the
gun.” The idiot had jumped over the balcony and disappeared. It had been the
darndest thing. He’d sat on the railing, swung his legs over and leapt the
nearly twenty feet to the ground. Adam assessed the height and the limping
quarry then ran for the stairs. His enhanced speed would make it cake to catch
a regular human, but in the seconds it had taken him to head down the stairs,
the dude had disappeared into the maze of downtown alleys. That was twice in
one night people had escaped him, first Chase’s half sister and now this.

“Forget him. You need to get back here. Now,” Chase said.

Adam froze and turned on his heel back to the hotel. “What
happened?”

“The kid…Christenson’s baby…he’s gone.”

* * * * *

“You fucked up, boys.”

Adam met Commander Shepard’s gaze eye to eye. He wanted to
stare at his feet like a teenager, but Shep was right. They’d messed up badly,
and now Christenson’s baby was going to pay for their mistake. The wrath they’d
faced from Ambassador Christenson and his wife was nothing compared to Shep’s
disappointment.

“Get in my office. Now.” After endless hours getting grilled
by the local police and the FBI, Adam and Chase had finally made it back to
their home base in suburban Maryland.

He shuffled into the commander’s office where he parked his
ass in a folding chair and nodded to his father, William Blacker, who sat next
to Shep’s formidable desk. The room reeked of cigar smoke, reminding Adam it
was Thursday poker night for the old soldiers, where they relived the glorious
Cold War days and jonesed about better days to come post 9-11.

Shep stalked to his desk and sank into his chair, demonstrating
the ease of movement natural to their kind, even in their older years. “What
happened? Christenson pulled us in because we’re bred to be the best. Please
tell me why I spent the last hour apologizing to an irate ambassador and his
sobbing wife? Not to mention,” Shep’s voice lowered dangerously, “the damn FBI
laughing their asses off at us. They’ve been looking for an excuse for years to
integrate the Program under their domain. Let’s not hand them the opportunity
on a goddamn silver platter.”

Chase shrugged and raised his eyebrows in Adam’s direction.
Adam knew what he had to do, but it didn’t mean he liked it. “I screwed up,” he
said, hating the unfamiliar taste of a confession.

Shep and his father swiveled to face him directly. “Oh?”
William Blacker asked. His tone was all hard-ass, but his eyes betrayed his
concern that his son screwed up in a very public way.

“There was a woman there…she…I was distracted. I left the
room with someone I thought was the greater threat but I judged wrong and exposed
the baby to the kidnapper. I…” He stopped. There were no words to make it
right.

“We got played. Pure and simple,” Chase said. “They threw
out a red herring and we jumped on it.”

Shep’s eyes narrowed. “A woman distracted you? What did she
do, shoot fireworks from her pussy?”

“Just about,” Adam muttered.

His father leaned forward, elbows on his thighs. “Could the
woman have been in on it? Maybe she was meant to distract you. God knows we’ve
all been too distracted by women lately.” He didn’t say it, but Adam knew he
referred to the exposé in the media the previous week. For more than fifty
years the Program operated in total secrecy outside the Washington Beltway. One
email from a disgruntled spouse had changed it all.

Chase sat up straight. “No. Not this woman.” Then he clamped
his mouth shut, not wanting to reveal the woman in question was his sister.

Adam shot him a quick apologetic glance, but knew he had to
reveal all if they were to get to the bottom of the kidnapping and find
Christenson’s kid. “It was Loren Stanton, Chase’s half sister.”

Dead quiet settled into the room as each man pondered the
implications. Finally Shep gathered his wits. “You say she distracted you.
How?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know…the closer I got to her, it was
like we were alone in the room. I wanted to grab her and…” He did not want to
tell Chase he’d wanted to fuck his sister against the wall of the ballroom
without regard to the audience. In fact, just the memory of her smile and scent
had him shifting in his seat to accommodate the sudden swelling of his cock.
“But she left the room before I did. There’s no way she could’ve returned and
taken the kid.”

Shep and his father exchanged a long, meaningful glance.
What the hell was that about?

“Okay, we’ll get back to Ms. Stanton later,” Shep said. “For
now, tell us everything you remember about the party leading up to the
kidnapping. Officially, we are off the case. As the FBI put it, ‘the hired
muscle is no longer necessary and the brains are taking over the operation.’
But I’m not convinced this was an ordinary kidnapping. We’ll need to work
delicately, not step on toes.”

Hired muscle, his ass. As genetically enhanced government
soldiers, they had perfect recall and higher than average IQs. Adam and Chase
spent the next hour retelling the night’s events and analyzing them from every
angle. When at last Shep felt they’d had enough, he ended the session, warning
them to expect more tomorrow.

“You may go,” he said to Chase, but asked Adam to stay a few
more minutes.

Chase stood, stretched and announced, “I’m heading for the
pool.” He looked at Adam. “See you there in a few?”

Adam also stretched his arms above his head, flexing his
stiff muscles then lowered them. “I’ll meet you there.” He watched with vague
amusement as Shep scribbled onto a spiral notebook. No amount of ribbing would
get Shep to change to a tablet or laptop. He suffered through email as a
necessity, but that was the extent. Maybe it was his way of reminding himself
of his humanity.

“Tell us more about Loren Stanton,” Shep finally said when
the door had closed behind Chase. “Did you talk to her?”

“I spoke to her briefly. She left before I exited the
ballroom.”

“She’s a reporter, correct?” the senior Blacker asked.

He nodded. “Yes, for The Post,” Adam said.

“We’re going to need to get every detail about her. Where
she lives, shops, and what she knows about her father. We know next to nothing
about Robert’s daughter,” William said.

“It’s possible she knew we were on assignment there tonight
and was sent to follow up on last week’s news story,” added Shep. “I’m sick of
making the news. If she so much as breathes the air near Beltsville, we shut
her down.”

Adam thought their reaction was a bit overboard. Loren had
seemed annoyed at having to cover an over-the-top first birthday party. More
than likely she had no idea her father had been on the team of genetically
enhanced soldiers who’d made the front cover of every newspaper last week. If a
miniscule part of him wanted her to find the compound, find him, he
pushed that emotion to the deepest recesses of his mind.

The senior Blacker jumped in. “We don’t want a repeat of
last week’s top YouTube video.” Ever since Ryan’s wife went to the press to
divulge the Program’s secrets, civilians had scrambled to catch glimpses of
Program Soldiers.

Since the article, they’d had to scale back operations
because it was damn near impossible to operate with people camping outside
their compound, hoping to get a glimpse of one of the enhanced soldiers. Or
worse, crowds of females hoping to be genetically compatible and get selected
as a breeding partner.

“That’s right,” grumbled Shep. “I’ve never seen anything
like this. Third time this month we’ve been caught on camera. People with their
damn cell phone cameras and Face Space pages. What happened to good old Walt
Cronkite for news? Why does any idiot with a keyboard and internet connection
think he’s a credentialed journalist?”

Adam didn’t bother answering. Shep was old school and no
explanation would change it. At the same time, a tiny part of him felt Loren
deserved to know more about her family. She had a father who’d served his
country faithfully and died for that patriotism and a brother who still served.
But, nope. Never going to happen. No way Loren would ever discover the truth
about her father unless Adam took out a front-page ad in a newspaper and gave
the whos, whats and wheres. He kept his opinion to himself and got up to leave.
His generation of the Program held their own Thursday night rituals, and he was
late. He took a step toward the door but stopped at the sound of his dad’s
voice.

“Hang on, Adam. We have one other thing to discuss.”

He turned around and retook his seat. “What’s up?”

A silent conversation relayed across the desk between his
dad and commander. He folded his arms across his chest, leaned back in his
chair and waited, sure it would be a request to monitor some minor operation or
training class. But surprise hit at Commander Shepard’s first words.

“Adam, America changed after the terrorist attacks on our
turf. Attitudes toward security changed. Shake-ups in the CIA, FBI, the
creation of the department of Homeland Security, you name it.”

He bit his tongue in an effort not to tell Shep to shit or
get off the pot. But he was dying to know where this was headed. His no-nonsense
commander never minced words. Seeing him dance around a topic like a ballerina
was unusual.

“As you mentioned, we have new challenges to face. Now that
the world knows about us, it’s expected other groups will try to imitate our
science and create their own genetically enhanced soldiers. We need to stay
faster, better and smarter than the rest.”

He nodded. Shep still wasn’t telling him anything new.

Shep continued. “Ever since we were exposed, I’ve been
flooded with applications and blood work from females offering themselves as
breed partners. It’s foolish not to take advantage. We need more volunteers
from the current ranks.”

Adam replied, “What are you getting at?” His head, which had
already been hammering a discordant beat, upped the tempo.

William Blacker stared intently at Adam’s face, willing him
to understand. “None of your cohorts signed up for the breeding program yet.
The youngest child on campus is three years old. We need babies.”

Adam flew back out of his seat, banging into the doorknob. No.
Oh hell no. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Is that really on the table? I
thought required breeding disappeared in the eighties along with mullet
haircuts. It’s a whole new millennium. We have the technology to abandon the
breeding program. Can’t we do test-tube babies or something? ’Cause, I’m not
participating.” He turned with a plea for his father. “Sir, you know why I’ve
never signed up to be matched. Has Doctor Wise given her approval?”

“Doctor Wise feels there is a one in four chance of your
child having a deformity. It’s an acceptable risk to her.”

“Because it’s not her fetus who’d be terminated.” At the
uncomfortable silence, Adam clenched his fists. “That’s it, isn’t it? She’s
happy to abort my children in the name of medical science. Fuck that. Go for
test tubes, ’cause I won’t be part of it.”

Adam, you know why we can’t do test-tube babies,” Shep
reminded him. “Doctor Rovinsky’s child-rearing theories are still applicable.”

“Oh, yeah, the good old Doctor Rovinsky. Well, fuck him and
fuck his ass-backwards methodology. He’s been dead for nearly twenty years,”
Adam said.

“We honor our founder.” Shep came as close to shouting as
Adam had ever heard. As far as he knew, only a select, lucky few had seen Shep
lose his temper, and they now mopped floors in Qatar.

“Adam, if we did use your DNA in a test tube, would you
really be able to ignore the fact that there would be a child on campus who’s
technically your son?” his father asked. “You’re a good man. You couldn’t just
ignore the child.”

“Watch me,” Adam muttered, but his protest was mild. He knew
himself enough to know any child remotely related to him would fall under his
direct protection.

“Plus, you’re going to want and love your DNA match, like I
wanted your mother,” his father added.

Wait, what? His father was claiming to have loved his
mother? Now that was shocking. In the fifteen years he’d lived with his dad,
he’d barely mentioned his mom. Granted, they weren’t about the father-son
bonding thing. They had more of a business relationship, but he still would’ve
expected his father to protect him on this issue, especially given the family
history. All Adam remembered was his mom running away with him and his baby
brother. He’d been three at the time. If there’d ever been love between his
parents it had died a quick death when his mom had given birth to a disabled
child who didn’t meet Program standards.

Adam’s dad rose to his feet as did Commander Shepard. “We
need you, son.”

“The country needs you,” echoed Shepard. “Finding the
perfect genetic match for you ensures the next generation of elite soldiers.
You’re already thirty. Who will take over for you when you’re too old to do
your job? I, myself, retired comfortably knowing my sons and friends’ sons were
there to take the field.” He stared at Adam intently. “Don’t give me an answer
now. Think about what we’re asking, and let us start some blood work, testing
and searching. But as the leader of your group, if you get on board, the rest
of your cohort will follow.”

Silence followed. Adam didn’t trust himself to speak. His
fists clenched with the urge to tear a chunk out of the wall. “With all due
respect to the country, sir, I won’t do it. I can’t let history repeat itself.
Ask Gavin. Ask Chase. But don’t ask me. Find some other stud horse.” He turned
and slammed the door. Adam walked in silence down the hall. If he’d had running
shoes on, he’d have taken off for a good, long run around the compound. Adam
came to an abrupt halt and pounded a fist against the wall. How could they
ask this of me? Of all people? Did they forget what happened to my family?

He strode down the hallway and headed to the pool. He padded
silently along the corridor, enjoying the cold that penetrated his overly fancy
suit. Cold felt good after the day’s scorching heat. He’d grown up with DC’s
summer humidity but never learned to enjoy it. At least now he lived in a place
with a pool. The Beltsville, Maryland compound boasted an Olympic-quality
indoor and outdoor pool for resident use. The best he had in childhood had been
an open hydrant on a dirty city corner.

Adam looked up to see Xander, his best friend, ambling up
the corridor. Xander rarely moved faster than a controlled, steady gait, but
when he did, look out. Adam thought of him like a jaguar. Sleek, deceptively
lazy and mean as hell.

Xander took one look at Adam’s mug. “What’s eating you?”

“You mean besides fucking up on the job and letting a kid
get kidnapped?”

A trace of a smile flashed on Xander’s face. “Yeah, besides
that. Everyone’s talking about it. No one can believe Mr. Perfect screwed up.”

“Thanks. Don’t call me that.” He frowned. “They want me to
lead our cohort in signing up for the breeding program.”

Xander winced in sympathy. “Shit, they tapped you? I’d heard
rumors.” He smirked. “You think they’ll ever ask me? I already have a tux for
the wedding.”

The only reason Xander owned a tux was to fit in at fancy
parties on assignments. Plus rental tuxedos didn’t come with hidden pockets
designed to hold a Glock. Adam snorted. “Yeah, Shep wants to reproduce your
genes like he wants to hold a press conference on our latest mission.”

Xander nodded, unhurt by Adam’s assessment of the truth.
“I’ve heard it’s cool though. You go crazy for the female, some kind of
pheromone thing. I wonder what that would be like to want a woman more than you
want your next mission.”

Adam kept walking, ignoring the warning signs and flashing
lights in his brain telling him he may have made that connection with last
night’s dance partner. It may have been a connection, but it was nothing he
could or would follow up on.

Xander slowed his gait, staring off into the distance, and
then gave his head a shake. “Or you could end up like Ryan,” he said, naming
the poor bastard whose wife had exposed the Program to the media last week. She
was currently on lockdown on campus. Rumor had it Ryan had her chained to their
bed in retaliation for her betrayal.

“Come on. I can think of one cure for all ailments. Skip the
pool, let’s hit the gym. Now.” He eyed Adam’s dark suit. “Go get padded up. I
want to work on my takedowns.”

He fell into step alongside Xander, grateful his best friend
knew him well. A little martial arts challenge was exactly what he needed now.
Xander was one of the few soldiers who could pin him and keep him down. Each
guy had a specialty—knives, sharpshooting, you name it. Adam prided himself on
being a true renaissance man. He excelled in all forms of combat, but he
favored close-contact hand-to-hand. The pair walked along the corridor and
exited the main office in companionable silence. They passed by the pool deck.
Chase’s whoops permeated the humid night air as he shot off the diving board
for a cannonball.

“Man, I don’t get that guy,” Xander said.

Adam understood Xander’s comment. He wanted to know how
Chase had managed to shake off the events of the evening and be caterwauling in
the pool with his buddies by midnight. All of the soldiers faced death on a
regular basis, both as a target and taker of life. For most, the responsibility
weighed heavily. They were prone to seeking isolation and quiet in their off
hours. Some went to a monkish extreme like Xander, but Chase took it to the
opposite degree. Adam shrugged in response to Xander’s comment. He had his own
head to wade through without delving into Chase’s too.

“Where are you two lovebirds headed?” A shout came from the
pool deck. “Get your butts over here. We have many beers with your names on
them.”

Xander ignored the catcalls and continued next to him in
silence. Adam felt his responsibility as team leader. He was a model for both
missions and downtime.

“Going to spar,” he called back, but did not slow down his
gait. He hoped the others would take the hint and give them privacy. Impromptu
matches often became rowdy competitions with money thrown down. He wasn’t in
the mood. He sought quiet and concentration for sparring with Xander. His hint
didn’t take. He heard the sluice of water and the slaps of wet feet on concrete
as Chase and crew exited the pool. “Shit, we got company,” he muttered to
Xander.

“Let them watch.” Xander shrugged. “Unless you’re scared of
losing your authority when they see me wipe the floor with your pretty face?”

“My money’s on Adam.” Someone’s voice carried through the
night air.

He continued walking toward the gym. He was anxious to feel
the cool bite of air-conditioning and get started before the audience grew
larger.

“Adam’s good, but Xander could best him,” Gavin said.

“No shit?” Amazed murmurs filled the air. It sounded like
some of the college-aged kids were home visiting for the summer.

He wasn’t surprised. Xander kept to himself and rarely
fought. He stayed in shape running the trails alongside the Potomac. If he ever
left the Program, he could open his own martial arts training studio. Most of
his cohort knew of Xander’s prodigious and mad-scary skills. They took one look
at his blank, icy-blue eyes and knew to stay back at least fifty feet. Only
Adam got close and caught rare glimpses of Xander’s emotions and offbeat sense
of humor.

When necessity forced Adam to leave his mom and move back
into the Beltsville compound at age fifteen, he’d met Xander, who had arrived
two weeks later, escorted by his heavy-handed, demanding father. They’d been
stuck together as dorm mates, both outsiders. The room remained as quiet as a
morning following a snowstorm for the first three months of living together.
The two boys spoke only when necessary. Adam hadn’t been sure Xander even knew
his name.

But then his quiet roommate had done the unexpected. Xander
had covered for him when he’d taken an unauthorized off-campus jaunt to visit
his younger brother and mother. But he’d been caught and both boys had been
slapped with kitchen duty and an extra five-mile daily run as punishment for
lying. One morning while up to their armpits in carrot peelings, a strong bond
of friendship formed. Sure, they’d never gone girly and shared their innermost
thoughts. Xander didn’t know Adam had a younger brother. No one did. And he
only had hints of Xander’s early life with his dad. They operated on more of a
need-to-know basis.

Adam eyed his friend with a sidelong glance as they reached
the gym’s steel doors. He shook off his maudlin thoughts and swallowed the
anger that the administration wanted him to match and mate. Usually there was a
choice, or Shep went about it more stealthily. Part of him was relieved his mom
was no longer alive to see him strong-armed into matching. After all the
trouble it had caused her, she’d be tormented the system was still in place and
affecting her eldest son.

“Ready?” Xander flung open the door with a gleam in his eye.

“Bring it on.”

“Let’s do it.” Xander jogged over to the far side of the
room and perched on a metal bench to untie his shoelaces. Then he crossed over
to a cabinet and threw it open. He pulled out some headgear and large,
rectangular pads with straps on the back. Adam headed for the locker room to
pull on his sweats and cup. He knew Xander would go full contact. No sense in
getting injured. Though at the moment, getting a few groin kicks seemed as good
excuse as any to avoid kicking off the next generation of Program soldiers.
Even if he agreed to reproduce, there was no guarantee his kid would sign on to
the Program at age eighteen. There was always a choice, unless Shep planned on
removing that too.

Xander joined him in the locker room and lifted a faded Jane’s
Addiction t-shirt over his head and dropped it where he stood. Then he pulled
on a plain black t-shirt. “Let’s go.” He gestured with his head toward the door
then headed out.





Chapter Two



“You’re right, Steve, it was unprofessional and
irresponsible,” Loren said for what felt like the millionth time that morning.
If he was going to fire her, she wished he’d go ahead and do it already rather
than force her to listen to his harsh, repetitive lecture. She struggled not to
yawn, but she’d been up all night fighting an edgy restlessness alternating
with peaks of arousal.

“If you had only stayed until the party ended,” her boss
said, and now Loren fully understood his anger. They’d been scooped. Big-time.
By several party guests with cell phones. If they were keeping score, it’d be
bloggers—one, credentialed journalists—zero. Well he couldn’t possibly be
angrier with her than she was at herself. If only she had stayed, she’d have
had a great view of the kidnapped birthday boy from her stance in the back of the
room. Maybe she could have even stopped the kidnapping and saved the parents
from heartbreak and the terror they had to be feeling now.

“I did see something,” she said yet again.

“You saw nothing. Two guys walking out to the balcony.”
Steve finally calmed enough to collapse into his chair. “That proves nothing.
They probably just went out for a smoke.”

“Really? Two male guests, one with a possible blood-stained
shirt, strolled outside arm in arm? That doesn’t strike you as odd?” She
quailed under the exasperated look he threw her and knew she was grasping at
straws. She’d messed up and was going to have to pedal harder and faster to
prove herself once again as worthy of writing for the paper. If only she could
shake off the weird antsy feeling she’d carried since her dance last night.

“No odder than a Washington Post journalist leaving
five minutes before the guest of honor is kidnapped.”

Finally she stood. “Steve, I’ve apologized and I’ll keep
apologizing, but now time’s a-wasting. Do you want me to go clean my desk out?
Because I will, but I’d prefer to go back to my desk and get to work.”

She and Steve held a staring contest for another few seconds
before her boss sighed and shrugged in defeat. “Fine. Go find Derrick. I’ve
assigned him the Christenson kidnapping. See if he needs an assist.”

“Thanks,” she said with a conciliatory smile. “I promise you
won’t regret it.”

She strode back to her desk to delay finding Derrick until
she could catch her breath and find her composure. She pretended to check email
until a pair of manicured male hands settled onto her shoulders in a mockery of
a massage. She craned her neck to see Derrick Bloom, top Post reporter
standing behind her. They weren’t the hands she wanted on her. There was no
comparison between last night’s dance partner’s strong hands on her waist and
Derrick’s almost effeminate hands.

“What are you doing, Derrick?” she asked, shrugging her
shoulders.

“Helping you relax. Heard you got reamed for last night’s
screw-up.”

She scowled and turned back to her monitor. “I didn’t screw
up that badly. My job was to report on the food, the power couples in
attendance and the gossip. How was I supposed to know the poor kid would get
snatched the moment I left?”

Derrick strolled to her desk and perched his skinny ass on
the edge. “You couldn’t have known it, but I would’ve stayed until the
party ended.”

She gave a snort. “Free champagne, caviar and society
matrons in skimpy dresses? Of course you would’ve stayed.”

He grinned affably, reminding her in full force why he was
popular around the office. As a previous Pulitzer Prize nominee, he accepted
adulation from lowly female beat reporters and researchers as his due. It
didn’t hurt that he was handsome in a Patrick Dempsey, pre-Grey’s Anatomy
sort of way.

He’d made it clear he wanted more from Loren, but she wasn’t
ready to take it to the next level. Sure, he was great as a plus-one for
parties. What girl didn’t want a go-to for a Saturday night movie? But he
didn’t make her sizzle, and her mom was always reminding her to wait for the
right man, a man who could make her toes curl.

“Lori, listen. Steve told me to use you to assist covering
the kidnapping case, and I’m willing to help you get back on your feet.”

She swallowed angry words at his arrogance. “Call me Loren.
I told you I hate Lori.”

“Sorry, baby, I forgot. Listen, I can’t stay long, I have a
lead on the kidnapping. Big. Huge. Pulitzer Prize big.” He paused for dramatic
effect and looked around to make sure the other cubicle grunts were listening.
He began in a stage whisper. “Check this out.” He leaned over her to enter a
URL into her internet browser.

A small black screen came up while the video loaded. Loren
watched the grainy, now-famous video of two men in all black run down a city
alley and begin to brawl.

“What’s so important about this?” She looked up at Derrick.
“Everyone in the world saw this last week when the genetically enhanced soldier
story broke.”

“Right,” he said. “Wait for it…” He paused the video and
pointed. “There, see?”

She leaned in with narrowed eyes to examine an image of a
man lurking in the alley watching the fight. “Um, what am I supposed to see?
Another man is watching the fight. So?”

Derrick popped a flash drive into her computer. “This is a
copy of the surveillance video from last night’s party.”

“How did you get that?” She craned her neck to stare up at
him.

He grinned at her. “Two words. Pulitzer Prize, baby.”

“That’s three,” she muttered and watched as the jerky,
poor-quality video flashed onto her monitor. They watched in silence until
Derrick slammed down on her mouse button to freeze it.

“There.”

Her stomach did an uncomfortable flip when she saw he’d
paused at the dance between her and the handsome man. “That’s me. I
didn’t kidnap the baby.”

“Not saying you did. Look closer at your dance partner’s
face and now look at the guy in the alley.”

She squinted and examined the two figures with a sudden,
sinking feeling. They were…

“The same guy. He’s one of them, a Program freak, and he
clearly likes you.”

“No he doesn’t.” She shook her head, shocked that the
handsome, sexy man with whom she’d spoken was a genetically enhanced fighting
machine. He’d seemed harmless holding that champagne glass. Well, not harmless
exactly. He’d certainly done dangerous things to her imagination. “Keep watching
the video. I left the party, and when I returned, he was walking outside with
his arm around another man.” She shifted in the chair and leaned her chest
against the edge of the desk, hoping to alleviate the sudden burning and
tingling in her nipples. What was wrong with her? As soon as she had a free
moment, she was heading to a drugstore to pick up some vitamins, anything to
quell her heated blood.

Derek’s calculating grin flashed. “I can’t watch the rest of
the video. It cuts out shortly after this. Someone knew what he was doing. The
whole hotel lost video surveillance at 8:22. Three minutes after you walked
away from the freak party guest.”

“Who’s obviously not a guest, but there for security.”

“Right. Christenson hired the Program to act as guards.” He
snorted. “Who said they were the best? The kidnapping happened right under
their noses.”

Loren stared at the monitor’s image of her dancing with the
man until it was burned into her brain. “What do you need me to do?”

“I’m going to the press conference MPD is holding. You’re
going to head to the Program’s compound out in Beltsville, Maryland. Go find
your Romeo and don’t leave until you learn everything he knows.”

She stared at him, thrilled and breathless at the idea of
seeing her mysterious dance partner again.

“Rumor on the street is it’s a training facility and
breeding ground. There’s a Commander Shepard. You’ll also want to find him to
interview.”

She frowned for a moment, working out the logistics of
getting to Beltsville with no car. “Will The Post cover a taxi?” she
asked, hoping he’d authorize the expense. There’d been no budget for nearly
anything lately.

Derrick looked nonplussed for a moment. “The Metro doesn’t
go out there?”

“Well,” Loren capitulated. “Doesn’t matter. I’ll rent a car.
Breaking this story will be worth the expense of the car rental.” She grinned
at Derrick, grateful for the opportunity on such a huge story then paused. Had
Derrick always been pale and pasty-looking? Her glance darted to the tan, tall
man on screen, but she quickly averted her eyes. The hot man was a total
unknown, not a good date for a Saturday night.

“Smart girl.” He ruffled the top of her head. “I knew I
could count on you. Get back to me by Sunday at the latest. If you get dirt of
the caliber I think you’ll get, we’re talking byline for you, Lori. Front page
stuff.” He ruffled her head again, ignoring that it was in a ponytail, and now
looked like a rat’s nest. “Okay, I’m off.”

She scowled at his back then called after him, “It’s Loren!”
She fumed for a moment and decided Derrick Bloom was never getting inside her
favorite Gap boot cuts and was hereby cut as her plus-one. She turned back to
her monitor to look up Beltsville on a map. Derrick made it a habit to dump his
basic research off onto young Post talent, but she knew this was a huge
lead. Despite his pompousness, he was a really good journalist. If helping him
meant a possible byline shot then she’d haul ass out to Beltsville, and if the
prospect of coming face-to-face with her tall, sexy man from last night got her
tingly, so be it. She was a professional.

* * * * *

“According to Adam and Chase, the man with the gun was an
invited guest.” Shep stood next to a whiteboard at the front of the crowded
multipurpose meeting room. Jumbled codes and words in green and blue marker
filled the white space haphazardly. Adam leaned back in his chair, fiddling
with a pen. He studied the hastily typed data sheet of last night’s debacle and
racked his brain for anything he’d seen that had been out of the ordinary. The only
thing that came to mind was Loren in her little black dress.

Gavin met his eyes from across the table and made a hand
gesture that had Adam choking back a laugh. Then, feeling others’ eyes on him,
he put on his game face, stood and strode to the front to add his comments to
Shep’s meeting.

“We were a target at last night’s operation. Whoever took
Christenson’s kid knew we’d be there and acted accordingly.” He paused while
unhappy hisses and grunts popped up from around the oval conference table.

“Yeah, yeah. It sucks. It’s a whole new ballgame out there
now that the world knows about us. No more ops with the quick in and out.”

“Speak for yourself, Blacker,” Chase called. “Personally,
I’ve never gone for the quick in and out.”

He barely resisted throwing a marker at Chase. Adam stepped
closer to the whiteboard and picked one up. “There’s a reason Christenson hired
us. Local police or private security could’ve done the job, but he very
specifically wanted us. Why? I think he’s hiding something, and I want to know
what.” He scrawled out a bulleted list of two or three ideas for his cohorts.
“Anything else anyone wants to add?”

“Yes,” Chase said. “I also want to know why Christenson
wanted us as guards. It’s not our usual job, and if you ask me, something’s wonky
about the whole thing.”

Shep stood and nodded. “Christenson is a powerful
international ally, which is why I agreed to the job, but my neck’s been itchy
ever since we took it. Most parents are protective of their children, but he
seemed overly anxious when we spoke on the phone.”

“Had he received any kidnapping threats?” Gavin asked and
typed something on his ubiquitous laptop that seemed to be glued to his
fingertips.

“No.” Adam had gone over Shep’s file on the job numerous
times this morning. It all seemed straightforward. Wealthy ambassador wanted
elite bodyguards for his son despite no previous threats. In an effort to make
nice with the public, Shep had agreed to do the job, despite it being different
than their normal mission. Now the whole thing had gone FUBAR and they looked
like incompetent assholes.

* * * * *

Loren rolled slowly along Baltimore Avenue in the heart of
Beltsville, Maryland. Gas stations, fast food joints and appliance stores lined
the four-lane road. Had she missed the Program compound? She decided to U-turn
it and roll a two-mile stretch of it again. As she turned around, she noticed a
tall chain-link fence farther down the side road.

She shifted the car back on a straight trajectory and drove
to investigate. There was no manned guardhouse at the entrance like at the CIA
headquarters in Langley. Instead a small call box stood next to a sliding iron
gate. She put the car in park and hopped out to investigate. A tiny sign hung
on the gate. Property of the United States Government. No trespassing.
Scrawled in blue permanent marker below the official block letters were the
words We shoot to kill. A hard swallow took the lump in her throat down
to her chest. Looked as if she’d found the now infamous site. Pulling her slim
silver digital camera out of her purse she took a few shots of the gate and the
sign.

Off in the distance, she could make out a series of
standard-issue low-slung government brick buildings. The nondescript exteriors
could hide anything from computer databases, to administrative offices, to
nuclear weapons. Even farther than the buildings, Loren saw teenage boys
kicking around a soccer ball. Damn, they run fast. She snapped more
photos of them. They looked like average teens and nothing indicated their
genetic enhancements unless you counted the speed at which they ran and the
distance they kicked the ball.

* * * * *

Adam’s team continued to call out observations and theories
about the kidnapping. Xander spoke up, but Adam’s attention was caught by a
movement on a security TV monitor in the corner of the room. A woman stood at
the entrance, snapping pictures with a digital camera.

Holy crap. Just what they needed today. Another female
stalker hoping to be admitted to the breeding program. Would they continue to
line up for the privilege of becoming a breed mate if they knew what his mom
had gone through? The new Program groupies thought they were signing on for a
man who would love them despite any obstacles because of a scientific DNA
connection. Well, not always.

Today’s groupie looked familiar, but it was hard to get an
identity bead from the tiny, grainy black-and-white image.

“Is that my sister?” Chase demanded, now also staring at the
computer monitor.

“Gavin,” Shep ordered, looking intently at the monitor.
“Please go remove the camera from Ms. Stanton and send her packing.” Then he
leaned over a small box next to the monitor and spoke into it, ignoring the
surprised murmurs circling the room that Chase had a sister who was trying to
step foot on campus. Only a select few knew Chase had a sister born to the
father who’d left the Program long ago.

Adam circled back to his seat, the remaining points of his
lecture forgotten. He tried to refocus, but his attention kept shifting over to
the screen and the woman at the center of it. Loren. It was her. Same hair,
same build. Same sexy little stance as she scoped her surroundings. What was
she doing here? He found his chair and prayed no one noticed his suddenly rapid
breathing and heightened alertness. She was coming closer, he could almost
smell her alluring mixture of flowery shampoo and musky skin already.

“Gentlemen.” Shep interrupted his jumbled thoughts. “One
last order of business before we adjourn… I mentioned this to Adam last night,
as he is your team leader, but now I mention it to all of you. It has not
escaped my attention that not a single one of you has signed up for the
breeding program.”

A loud groan erupted in the room.

Adam barely heard as his buddies shouted protests to Shep.

“It’s archaic.”

“I’m not getting married.”

“What happened to the test tube idea?” Xander asked.

Shep raised a hand and waited for silence. The respect the
men held for him gained him silence in under a minute, despite the strong
vociferous opinions everyone held on the topic of the breeding program. “In
answer to your question,” he turned to Xander, “who would raise the children if
we simply bred them? Despite what many think, this is not Brave New World
and raising brainwashed children who can’t think or act for themselves has
never been the goal. We need the next generation of soldiers. You are all past
or nearing the age of thirty…”

“Break out the walkers and early bird specials,” Chase
muttered, eliciting a laugh from those seated near him.

Shep continued with a frown for Chase. “Despite your Peter
Pan syndrome, reality and science dictate that you will grow too old to fight
and your sperm loses its potency with every year. While you will still be able
to father children, their enhanced abilities may be compromised.”

* * * * *

A booming, static voice coming from the call box speaker
jerked Loren out of her observations. “Put the camera down, Ms. Stanton.
Someone will be with you in ten seconds to confiscate the memory card.”

Horrified, she turned to judge the distance between her and
the driver’s seat of the car. Close. She could make it. Instinct told her to
run, but then she remembered she was a reporter on a mission. An escape artist
never got the scoop. Facing someone gave her a slight shot at a story. She
stood her ground and observed a tall man jogging toward her. He wore army
fatigues cut off at the knees and an Under Armour tee that did little to
disguise the taut cut of his muscles. The large metal gate rolled open
surprisingly quickly and quietly with none of the squeaking usually associated
with gates.

“Ms. Stanton,” he said as he approached. “Please hand over
the camera’s memory card now.” His voice was pleasantly even-keeled, but make
no mistake, it was an order not a request.

She stared at him for a long second. Something was off. Then
it registered. That was twice now they’d called her by name. “How’d you know my
name?” she asked.

A shadow of a smile crossed the soldier’s face. “That’s
classified information.”

“Of course it is,” she muttered. She took a deep breath and
girded herself. “I’ll happily hand over the memory card after I meet with
Commander Shepard. If I can’t meet with him, you’ll have to physically try for
the card. And, I give you fair warning, I’m trained in martial arts. My dad
made sure of it.”

An odd expression crossed the man’s face. “I don’t doubt
your skills, but Commander Shepard needs the camera, and you are not invited
into our compound.”

“Fine. Then you won’t mind when I write an article about
dancing with one of your soldiers when he was supposed to be guarding
Ambassador Christenson’s baby.” Loren held up her camera, switched the setting
to video and held it up to the man’s face. “Tell me on the record. Is
dancing part of your training?”

“Christ!” the man muttered and stared at her as if she had
sprouted an extra head. “Blacker danced with you?”

“Mm-hmm.” She took a purposeful step past the black rolling
gate and onto the grounds of the compound. Gravel and dust kicked up under her
feet as she neatly sidestepped the man’s grab for her camera.

“Loren, hand over the camera.”

“Uh-uh. Not without an interview.” She hugged the camera
tightly to her abdomen and kicked off a sprint toward the building. Admittedly,
not one of her more professional moments, but desperate times and all that.

She didn’t make it far. A scream flew from her lips as his
strong hand wrapped around her ankle and pulled her down onto the ground. She
twisted in time to avoid a face-to-dirt collision. Pain radiated up from her
butt into her lower back. She managed to hold her head up, preventing a
concussion, but barely. She held tight to her camera, cuddling it to her chest.

The soldier straddled her legs and took hold of her wrists.
He was strong, stronger than anyone she’d ever sparred against in martial arts
classes. She thrust her forehead forward to slam the man’s nose. Blood ran down
his face and he laughed. Laughed at her. She grappled with him a bit
more, but knew it was a losing battle. He was too strong.

Loren was about to admit defeat when another body whizzed by
her and launched himself at the man on top of her. The pair went flying. She
observed from the ground as her original attacker took the missionary position
under the assault of a well-trained foe.

She watched for a moment, still in shock, and then saw her
chance to escape. Loren snatched her purse from the ground, stood and took a
creeping step toward the nearest brick building.

“Hold it!”

She froze in place at the sound of the barked order. Her
first attacker had been strong. This second man was downright terrifying, and
she hadn’t even seen his face, only the back of his dark curls. She stayed
still and surreptitiously slipped her camera back into her purse. The man
turned around and her heart pounded furiously. It was her sexy dance partner
from last night, only he didn’t look harmless now. Maybe it was the absence of
his easygoing grin and lack of tuxedo, but he was full-on scary soldier at this
moment.

Every bit of information the media had shed about the
Program’s genetically enhanced soldiers filed through her brain. How they were
modern-day ninjas, assassins who could break into any secure building, kill
silently and escape even more quickly.

Without pause, she turned on her heels and skidded in the
gravel in a mad dash to the safety of her car. Derrick was welcome to this interview.
She wasn’t suicidal. Her fingers wrapped around the door handle but strong arms
lifted her from behind before she could open the door. She maintained a death
grip on the door and it swung open as the man hoisted her over his shoulder and
turned toward the compound. He held her easily with one hand and used his other
to grab the car keys, ignoring her purse when it fell on the ground. He tossed
them to Loren’s first attacker.

“Take care of the car and her purse.”

She kicked and pounded at him with her fists, but he
maintained a steady pace. Acid in her stomach roiled with each jostling step
and nausea from fear threatened to overwhelm her.

“Let me go,” she shrieked. “Or…or…or I’ll tell your
Commander Shepard you’re kidnapping me.”

The man holding her said nothing, just kept a firm grip on
her and kept walking toward the red-brick building, which loomed closer with
every step.

She used her nails to claw at her captor’s muscled back and
to her annoyance he hissed in reaction, but didn’t release her. Finally she
bellowed, “Put me down, you jerk.” She let out a yelp as her world righted
itself and she was placed back on her feet on solid ground.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” the hot, murderous-looking man
told her.

They looked at each other for a second. Her heart raced and
her traitorous body still thought he was the sexiest man she’d ever laid eyes
on. Last night he could’ve doubled for a younger, larger version of Pierce
Brosnan’s Bond with his hair tamed by comb and product and his hard body
filling a tuxedo. Today, his curls fell in disarray around his forehead and
khakis cut off at the knees showed off powerful calves sprinkled with dark
hairs. A ripped and faded DC101 chili cook-off t-shirt barely covered his
muscular torso, allowing tantalizing glimpses of a rock-hard stomach. He looked
all too edible and sexy. Killer, killer, killer. She repeated the mantra
in her mind to nudge her body into some semblance of self-preservation.

He kept staring then muttered, “Come on.” He turned and
started for the compound without waiting for her. She stood her ground,
wavering. She wanted the news story, but all rules that applied to the free
press didn’t seem to be followed here. She had some serious hesitation about
entering a building with a known assassin where the inhabitants thought it
amusing to graffiti the words We Shoot to Kill on the entrance.

Her first attacker began laughing like a loon again.
“Blacker,” he called, “she’s not following.” He seemed to think it hilarious
that she again spun to leave, forcing this Blacker man to turn back to
retrieve her.

Loren’s heart sped up as Blacker rotated to her, his face a
dark mask of annoyance. Last night, his good looks had made her heart pound.
Today, fear drummed a steady beat in her as he stalked back and took her elbow
in a firm grasp. The first man took off toward her car and then got in and
drove it onto the compound.



She’d found him. Elation and dread spiraled through Adam as
he frog-marched Loren toward the compound. He knew he’d catch shit from
everyone about leaping out of the meeting to Loren’s rescue the way he did, but
damn, if he didn’t want to kill Gavin for daring to touch her. When Shep had
sent Gavin out to intercept her, Adam had a kindergarten flashback, feeling
like a kid raising his hand in desperation. “Pick me. Pick me.”

He’d sat for exactly two-point-eight seconds before he gave
in to his urge, no, need, to see and talk to her again.

Of course he’d done his best to let none of his thoughts
betray him, and instead folded his arms impassively. He’d tried focus, but his
gaze kept returning to the video monitors showing various security spots of the
compound. When Gavin had pulled Loren’s legs out from under her, he’d seen red.

He’d leapt from his chair, escaped the meeting and flown out
to cause major bodily harm to Gavin. Protective fury flamed in his gut. He’d be
damned if anyone hurt her.

He threw a side glance at the woman he held on to a little
too closely. Gravel clung to her thick hair and angry red streaks stained her
cheeks. She didn’t drag her feet, but she wasn’t exactly skipping beside him
either.

“You can’t kill me.” She flung her words like a child
throwing a Frisbee. Fast. Spiraling out of control. “My boss knows I’m here. My
boyfriend too.”

At those last words, he tightened his grip and walked
faster. The word “kill” and “boyfriend” clawed at him like a mouse escaping a
cage. Was it serious? Did she love him? The only person he was tempted to kill
was the boyfriend. “I’m not going to kill you,” he said. “My boss might, but I
won’t.”

“Why should I believe you? Isn’t that what you’re trained to
do? Let me go.” She yanked her arm, but he held firm.

“No can do. Sorry. You were at last night’s party, and we’re
investigating the kidnapping.”

“That’s why I’m here. I’m covering the kidnapping for The
Post.” A note of hope rang in her voice that perhaps he’d be forced to let
a member of the free press go. Not bloody likely.

“Uh-huh. We’re officially off the case. You should’ve gone
to MPD or the FBI for the official press statement.” He leaned into her,
slightly inhaling her scent and cursing his desire to pick her up and haul her
off to the nearest bed.

“Yes, I should have. If you let me go, I’ll head there now.”
She stopped walking for a minute, but she was SOL today.

For reasons surpassing his understanding, he was once again
disregarding orders just to be close to this woman. He tugged her arm again to
get her moving and they strolled in sight of the main office building. “I’m not
some serial killer you know.” Fuck, why was he defending himself? Maybe because
after last week’s expose, the world thought they were little more than robotic
assassins posing as humans. And for mysterious reasons he couldn’t fathom, he
didn’t want Loren Stanton thinking that about him.

“You’re an ass is what you are.” She narrowed her eyes at
him then shook her head and lowered her voice to a very quiet undertone. “I
can’t believe I thought you were cute last night.”

He didn’t let on that he’d heard her words. He didn’t want
to upset her more, but inside he felt a smile burst up through his chest and
threaten to cover his whole face. She’d thought he was cute… She also thought
he was a cold-blooded killer. He lost the smile.

“What? You think this is funny?” Hurt poured off her in
waves. “Wipe that smirk off your face.”

He stopped and turned to face her directly. “I’m not
laughing at you. I’m trying to decide how to protect you from my boss.” He
gently tugged a piece of gravel out of a curl hanging over her cheek. “And I
think you look pretty good yourself.”

She stared at him, her mouth hanging open a bit. Then she
caught herself and slapped his hand out of the way. “I’m a mess right now
thanks to you and your buddy. And I don’t need protection. I can take of
myself.”

He smiled at her gently, disbelieving he was flirting with
her. He hadn’t meant to touch her, but his hand seemed to have a mind of its
own and ended up in her hair. Damn, it was soft, even with the gravel. But he
had to back away and leave her to Shep. And he would as soon as he ensured her
protection from his commander.

“I’m sure you can take care of yourself, but you wandered
into some serious shit here.”

“Why can’t you let me go? I promise I’ll never say a thing
to anyone.”

His facial expression shuttered closed. “Bullshit. You
already admitted you’re covering the kidnapping for The Post.”

She paled slightly. “I’m just trying to do my job. Don’t
punish me for that.”

He picked up their pace toward the main office building.
“Let’s go see what Shep has to say.”





Chapter Three



They continued the remaining fifty feet of the path to the
building. The distant sound of highway traffic filled the air, accompanied by
their feet crunching on the gravel. When they reached the entrance, he
flattened his palm onto a small, black metal box warmed from the hot summer sun.
Then he reached into another metal box that hung next to the scanner and pulled
out an individually wrapped cotton swab. “Here, wipe your inner cheek then put
it back in this plastic baggie.”

“Huh? Why?” She eyed the bag as though it held poison.

“Standard procedure for any visitors.” The DNA entry had
been designed for their protection. Lots of superficial identity things could
be faked or fudged, even a palm scan. A cheek swab done on the spot was
trickier. Besides, it was only one of the many protective devices occurring
while he and Loren stood in the entry. The palm scan was one, and was only for
residents of the compound. The cotton swab was another. In addition, a highly
specialized camera digitally recorded them and analyzed facial features. It was
then compared to a large database of known enemies and friends alike. As soon
as a new person entered the compound, their image would be entered into that
database.

Loren was unaware of all of this as she swabbed her mouth
with the cotton and put it in the bag. He took the bag and placed it in a
bank-like deposit drawer. Then the large metal door in front of them clicked
and Adam swung it open. They entered a tiny, bare room lit by harsh
fluorescents and the door behind them closed with a solid bang. He held up one
finger to Loren to tell her to hang on. He counted to five then saw the green
light on the next door. He held it open for her and motioned her forward and
responded to the questioning look in her eyes. “Safety precautions. We use a
basic mantrap, like at a bank.” He neglected to tell her there was nothing
basic about the poisonous toxins emitted if the wrong person triggered an
alarm.

She took in her surroundings with curious eyes. Then she
turned to Adam. “I heard the other guy call you Blacker. Is that your first or
last name?”

He held out his hand and started to introduce himself but
had second thoughts. “Sorry. It’s probably better for you if you don’t know my
name.”

But it was too late. She’d already grasped his palm and
emitted a gasp.

He managed to cloak his reaction better, but it was a
similar sensation to last night’s dance with her. An almost electric tingle ran
from their connected palms up his arm then flowed throughout his blood. He met
her wide-eyed gaze.

“What are you doing to me?” she asked in a shaky voice.

“Nothing. I was going to ask the same of you.”

They stood connected for another minute, breathing in sync
until she finally managed to pull her hand away first. “I think you should take
me inside now.”



Loren concentrated on slowing her pounding heart as her
escort walked her up a narrow corridor, which resembled every government office
she’d ever been in. The tingles running through her body were at odds with her
surroundings. Dull gray carpeting on the floor, beige walls adorned with
photographs of current and former presidents and harsh fluorescent lights
completed the look. She didn’t know what she’d expected. Not this. Surely such
a top-secret military compound should have moving walkways and sliding doors at
the very least. She glanced at the silent man padding alongside her and sensed
the strength in him was the main secret to this military compound.

He took her elbow again and the skin at her arm prickled in
little bumps at his proximity. His forearm grazed the side of her breast, and
she threw him a sidelong glance, which he met.

“Adam,” said an older gentleman, a trim man with a crew cut
and a military flair to his crisp, white button-down, who appeared in the
hallway ahead.

Now she knew his name, but there was no time to celebrate
that tiny victory. They both looked up like guilty children at the man’s
appearance.

“Sorry, Shep. I don’t know what came over me,” Adam said.

“Bring Ms. Stanton to conference room alpha. We’ll discuss
the situation further.”

He nodded and tugged gently at her arm to get her moving
down the hall. He swung open an unmarked door and gestured she should enter.
The room was as nondescript as the hallway with a small wooden table, two vinyl
chairs, a sofa and another door that looked as though it led to a bathroom. Two
bottles of flavored water rested on the table. It was a brand she’d never heard
of.

“Sir, this is Loren Stanton.” Blacker seemed to emphasize
her last name.

“I know who she is,” Commander Shepard said with a scowl.
“Have a seat, Ms. Stanton. You too, Adam.” He pointed to the couch, his tone
brooking no disobedience.

She sat on one edge of a cushion as far as possible from
Adam, because she didn’t trust herself not to turn to him for comfort against
Commander Shepard’s chilly welcome. The chill was somewhat welcome in the room,
which was not air-conditioned. The summer heat was uncomfortable, especially
after her exertions over her camera.

“I forgot my pen,” Shep said. “Stay here, you two. I’ll be
back in a minute.” He turned and exited, shutting the door behind him with a snick.

They sat in uncomfortable silence for a minute. She tried
not to stare at him, because every glance elevated her heart rate and sent a
lovely floating feeling to the juncture of her thighs. Not a very professional
state. She desperately tried to recreate her mental question list for Commander
Shepard and wished she still maintained control of her purse with her notes
inside. “Your commander doesn’t seem to want me here.”

Adam shrugged. “He hates reporters. He never expected the
Program to be outed and thrust into the spotlight.”

A few more minutes passed and no Shep. Finally, Adam rose to
investigate. He turned the doorknob, but the door remained shut. “Shep,” he
called. No response.

She leaned over to grab the bottle of water off the table
and gulped down some welcome liquid.

A few more minutes passed while she shifted on the cushion,
straining to relieve a pressure that was building inside. She’d never felt
anything similar, the closest she could compare the sensation to was nearing
orgasm, but that seemed highly unlikely since she’d only managed that feat on
her own, never with a man. Something about Adam had her aching.

Finally, Adam threw his significant muscle at opening the
door, but it didn’t budge. “Shep,” he bellowed. “Why is the door locked?” He
rammed his upper body a second time, then a third before Shep answered from
behind the locked door.

“Sit down, Blacker, before you break an arm.”

Adam froze and returned to his perch on the couch, but not
before Loren noticed he sported a huge bulge at his crotch. Clearly she wasn’t
the only one affected by the other.

“I locked you two in so I had an extra minute to get the
results.”

“What results?” Adam asked.

“Ms. Stanton’s DNA scan from the front entrance swab.”

She frowned, trying to make sense of Shep’s words. Adam
didn’t look confused. He looked extremely pissed.

“It’s as I suspected from your reaction to her at
Christenson’s party…”

“Don’t say it,” Adam said. He hung his head in his hands as
though blocking sound could prevent whatever Shep was going to say next.

“She’s your match. Nine-point-seven on Rovinsky’s scale of
ten.”

Even through the door, Shep’s delight over the situation
penetrated.

“I didn’t agree, Shep. Let me the hell out of here.”

“After twenty-four hours. That’s policy.”

She shrank back against the couch as Adam flew to his feet
and flung a chair at the door. The chair didn’t stand a chance and clattered to
the carpet with a muffled bang, but the door remained shut.

“Deal with it, Adam,” Shep said. “Our tests have been wrong
before. If you keep your hands to yourself, you’ll be free to go. I’ll be back
later to check on you. Meanwhile, try to keep it relatively clean for the
cameras. Our scientists don’t want nightmares.”

Cameras? Loren’s gaze flew around the room, and sure enough,
an almost hidden camera pointed at a perfect angle to the couch. She ran to the
wall directly under the camera and sank to the floor, shaking. “Do you want to
tell me what’s happening here?”

Adam ignored her question and stood an inch away from the
door, hands clenched in fists at his sides. His eyes narrowed to slits when he
saw the water bottle in her hand. “Tell me you didn’t drink that.”

“I-I was thirsty. Was it not meant for me?”

He turned away, muttering curses.

“Adam!”

Slowly he turned back to face her and her stomach clenched
with a thrill of fear and desire. Last night’s civilized dancer in a tuxedo was
completely gone. In his place stood a snarling, angry, completely aroused
soldier.

She used the balls of her feet to scoot farther against the
wall and measured the distance between her current location and the bathroom
door. Her calculations proved unnecessary.

With an untranslatable growl, Adam flung himself into the
bathroom, slamming the door behind him.

She waited a minute then tapped on the door. “Um, Adam? Are
you okay?”

“The damn door doesn’t lock. Back. Away.”

Alrighty then. With him behind a closed door, the aching in
her lower belly subsided a degree. “Adam, will you tell me what’s going on?”
She bit her lip and fondled a stiff nipple through her blouse before
registering where her hands were. Adam needed to answer her questions, like
right now, because she had no idea why she was locked in this small conference
room with an angry, sexy man. “Adam, please.”

“You work for a newspaper. Don’t you read it?”

“Well, sure, but that doesn’t explain why we’re locked in
here together.”

“Think, Loren. What did the articles say about how the
Program gains new members?”

She racked her brain trying to remember. “Um, through birthing
a new generation, right? But…”

The door opened a crack and she could see his anguished
expression peeking through.

“Use your brain. Do I have to explain the birds and the
bees? You’re no virgin, are you?”

“I know how babies are made, Adam,” she said. “But the
article said you only breed with women who are your perfect genetic match…oh…”
Shep’s words came back in a flash. “They think I’m your genetic match?”

He gave a curt nod and started to close the door again. She
shoved her foot in to stop him. “How did they figure that out so quickly?”

“The cheek swab at the entry. I’m such an idiot. I should’ve
guessed last night.”

She pushed the door open to see him better and sat back on
her heels on the threshold between rooms. “How could you have guessed? It’s not
like I had my DNA code printed on my dress. How does it work, exactly?” Loren
asked.

“Not sure of all the scientific details, but I guess the
best way to describe it is like a numbers game. The doctors know there are
certain genetic combinations that will produce certain qualities. The Program
has a list of their top desired traits.”

“And how do they usually find a matching female? I assume
most are not so accommodating as to show up at the front door like I did.”

Adam turned at the sharp bite in her voice. “You’d be
surprised,” he muttered.

“Do they kidnap women off the streets and check their
blood?” she asked. “Or wait, let me guess, the Red Cross is actually a sham
organization front for you to use as a recruiting pool.”

He shifted at her guess, telling her she was somewhat
accurate.

“Oh my God. I’m right. I see you avoiding my gaze.”

“The Red Cross is an excellent organization doing important
work,” he said. “But, on occasion, we will pull samples from them or other
research sites to scan for appropriate genetic matches.”

“And then what? You kidnap them? Oh wait, you do that for
fun, like you did me.” She folded her arms across her chest and stared at him,
daring him to answer.

“No. We invite potential candidates in for a job interview.
Doctor, administrative assistant, teacher for the day care, accountant, you
name it.”

“And do you lock them all in a room with their potential
match?”

He flung her an exasperated look. “I don’t know all the
details. It’s not my department. I do know you should not have drunk the
water. I can’t believe you drank the fucking water. You’re feeling the
effects right now, aren’t you? Worse than last night.”

“What are you talking about? Why wouldn’t I drink the water?
And what should I be feeling?” she asked nervously, but she had a very good
inkling as to what he referred.

“The ache. You were a homing beacon for me last night. I
could barely let you go.”

“I managed to leave,” she said.

He cocked his head at her. “Yeah, you did. How?”

He looked genuinely curious, but she couldn’t help noticing
his hand was directly over the formidable bulge in his pants, massaging
roughly. “You frightened me. I’d never felt that way with a man before,
even…even in bed with my last boyfriend.” She swallowed over the lump in her
throat her confession had formed.

“What about your current boyfriend? Does he heat you up?”

“Current boyfriend? I’m not— Oh. I, um, lied. I’m not dating
anyone.”

A flicker of a smile passed his lips so quickly she wasn’t
sure it had really happened.

“What about now? Are you feeling it now?” he asked.

She felt a blush creep from the top of her breasts up to the
roots of her hair, and she couldn’t look him in the eye as she nodded. “My
nipples are starting to hurt. Did drinking the water do that?”

He didn’t seem embarrassed at all as he accepted her
confession matter-of-factly. “It’s one of the symptoms on the Rovinsky scale.
The water is laced with a drug that makes you more receptive to your match.
It’s going to make you crazed for the next twenty-four hours, and I’m going to
respond. If I weren’t your match, you wouldn’t feel as aroused. It’s how they
test the science behind the blood work.”

“What?” Twenty-four hours of feeling like this, and she was
starting to worry this was just the beginning. Her arousal was increasing every
second.

“Rovinsky, our founder, came up with a list of what happens
when two genetic matches meet. I don’t have it memorized, but I remember
painful nipples for the female is on there.”

“What else?”

“A matched couple will be able to find each other, even in a
crowded space, up to several thousand feet.”

“What you’re saying is you could drop us at either end of Disney
and we’d find each other, even without cell phones?”

He nodded. “Right at the Haunted Mansion, but don’t say
‘us’. We,” he waggled a finger in the space between them, “are not a match. I
can’t be matched.”

“Why not?”

“My reasons are my own. I won’t let Shep manipulate me like
this.”

She was shocked at the hurt his rejection caused, like a
bowling ball hurled at her heart. She shouldn’t be sad. She didn’t want to be a
breeding partner either. She had a life to get back to.

“What are the other symptoms?” Maybe if he listed more of
them, they would discover they were not a perfect match after all.

He ticked them off on his fingers. “I’ve already said homing
beacon for both partners and painful nipples for the female. Your body is
getting ready for pregnancy.”

She glanced down, stunned. She could almost feel her womb
rippling to life. “What else?” she asked in a whisper.

“Male arousal.” He looked almost shamefaced as he gestured
to the erection fighting free of his pants.

She stared a shade longer than was acceptable, nearly having
to sit on her hands to stop from stroking the alluring bulge.

“Don’t do that,” he said in a strained voice.

“Do what?”

“Don’t look at me like you want a piece. I’m holding on to
my control by a thread. If you make a move, I’ll take you.”

A whimper escaped from deep inside her at the thought of
Adam Blacker taking her here on the floor.

He scowled. “Fuck.” The bathroom door slammed shut and soon
she heard the rushing of running water.

She watched the closed door for a moment, feeling strangely
bereft without Adam’s presence. She didn’t know anything about him, she
reminded herself before she caught a raging case of Stockholm syndrome, and she
wasn’t quite ready to become a mother. At the thought of motherhood, her own
mother’s advice whispered into her brain reminding her that a man who set off
her buttons and made her body go zing was more than worth the effort.
Adam was the first man ever to make her zing this powerfully.

Her breasts and her vagina ached, her panties were soaked
through and her pants were starting to chafe a bit. Perhaps she could relieve
the need by herself. After several meh relationships, she was pretty good at
self-pleasure. It was the damn water. That was the only reason she’d ever
consider touching herself intimately in front of cameras. Her arousal was
zooming out of control, taking her body and mind for a wild ride. If she
couldn’t release some of the pressure she’d explode, she knew it.

Turning her back to the bathroom door, she reached under her
shirt to unhook her bra and massaged her free breasts. Much better. She threw a
quick glance at the security camera and tried to hide under its direct stare.
Though they’d probably seen worse. She swiped a tentative finger over the
cotton covering her swollen vaginal lips, but no relief. Instead the pressure
built, mocking her with the tantalizing glimpse of release that would never be
hers without Adam. She tried again, this time slipping her fingers under the
waistband into slick and slippery territory. She climbed higher and higher into
breath-stealing pleasure, but any release remained a distant tease. She needed
a man, one man in particular.

Loren’s head fell back against the door as she cursed a blue
streak with words she didn’t even know were in her vocabulary. Damn Commander
Shepard and these little games. She was an adult, a professional journalist.
How could her traitorous body respond like this to one sexy male? The only
reason that made rational sense was that she was a near-perfect match with
über-arousing Adam.

Sex with him would be amazing, mind-blowing. She knew it,
wanted it, and feared it. What would it be like to release this pressure with him
buried deep inside her, sliding in and out? Could she ever get her fill? Her
body screamed no. It wanted to be under Adam’s weight, accepting him over and
over.

Screw it. She wanted him, wanted to know what an orgasm with
a warm-blooded male was like. It didn’t mean she had to sign up for the carpool
line. Sex could simply be sex with no strings. She stood and turned the knob to
the bathroom. An icy blast greeted her from the shower stall where Adam stood
naked under a harsh spray. He fisted his swollen cock and, from the look of it,
had been at it a while.

“Don’t glare at me.” She stood, tearing off her clothes with
no shame.

“I’ve come twice,” he said with narrowed eyes, never slowing
his wrist movement. “But then I think of you on the other side of the door and
get hard all over again.” He squeezed his swollen shaft angrily, daring her to
fix it.

Her desire flared to an inferno despite the frigid
temperature of the water. She leaned under the spray and reached to turn off
the water. Water sluiced down his chiseled chest and beaded in his dark curls.

“Hand me a towel,” he said.

She shook her head and started to shimmy out of her last
remaining article of clothing, her panties.

He threw a wild look around the room and realized he was
trapped in the tiny shower stall with no way out except to brush by her. She
had him now. She crooked her finger, every inch the temptress she’d always
wanted to be, but never achieved. Until now.

Adam fell out of the shower onto his knees and pulled her by
her hips until his lips kissed the neat puff of hair shielding her clitoris.
She came as soon as his tongue rubbed the swollen mound, but her climax didn’t
provide the desired relief.

“More,” she said, and lowered until she straddled his
thighs.

“You’re on the Pill? Tell me you’re on the Pill,” Adam said,
almost like a prayer. “I’m clean, I swear.”

“I’m on birth control and disease free.”

“Thank God.” With a nudge he slid his cock into her dripping
passage with no preamble and no barrier. She was literally made for him. The expression
fit like a glove was a mockery compared to the sensation of at last
being united with her missing piece. Separate they existed. Joined together,
their bodies blossomed into one magical being.

She angled her hips and slid up and down, his shaft pressing
her clit against his muscular abdomen. Her fingernails anchored into his
shoulder blades, giving her the leverage she needed to ride him harder and
faster toward a screaming wave of release. Neither made a sound, save some
harsh panting and gasping as they exploded in and around each other.

Her second orgasm sent pulsating waves of pleasure to her
clitoris, and allowed her to breathe freely for the first time since she’d met
Adam last night. His breath slowed and his near-painful grip on her waist slackened
to something resembling a caress.

“Better?” she asked, leaning her sweat-dampened forehead
onto his shower-cooled shoulder. The muscle under his taut skin intrigued her,
so she tested it with a lick then a small bite.

“We have to stop.”

“Stop what? This?” She nibbled the skin where his neck met
his shoulder and rubbed her nipples against his pectoral muscles.

“Yes. If I can’t stay out of you, we’ll prove Shep right.”

She pulled back to look him the eye. “You really mean it,”
she said quietly.

He nodded.

She stood using the sink as an aid to heft her boneless,
satiated body to standing. A quick glance in the mirror showed pink cheeks and
a sparkle in her eyes. She leaned on her hands to examine her glowing face
closer.

“Shit.”

Adam’s curse had her looking down over her right hip to see
him still kneeling, his face level with her butt.

“What? What’s the matter?”

“Stay like that. Don’t move.”

His order made no sense until he leapt to his feet in an
agile move and pinned her hips to the sink. His formerly softening cock was now
harder than before and pressed in the cleft of her ass.

“I have to take you again,” he said in her ear. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” she said, ending in a gasp as he kicked
her feet apart and slid into her creamy pussy from behind. His hoarse, guttural
tone clicked a switch in her brain that sent sex signals instantly to every
part of her body. Her nipples tightened and a warm rush of liquid spilled from
her womb down her inner thighs. The blood left her fingertips as she squeezed
the back lip of the sink, holding on for dear life as Adam took her hard from
behind. “I need you again too.”

“It’s good. It’s never been this good.” He spoke to her
through their reflection in the mirror.

She wished for another mirror behind them to show his tight
buttocks flexing as he pushed into her repeatedly. She leaned farther over the
sink, pushing back to meet his strokes. Her pussy tightened around him,
starting to ripple with another orgasm. He was a match to her kindling, the
only match that had ever worked on her.

His hands came around to her front, kneading and toying with
her swollen breasts. It was her tipping point.

“Are you close?” he asked.

She nodded, unable to speak, only feel.

“Don’t come yet. Hold it.” His strokes increased, forcing her
to squeeze her eyes closed and hold her breath against orgasm. Every inch of
her screamed with unfulfilled need.

Why was he torturing her? “Please,” she begged. “I’m close.
I need to come now.”

His hand lowered to find her clitoris hidden in the neat triangle
of hair and his fingers plucked the swollen nub in time with his strokes.

She broke apart, shouting her pleasure.

“I told you to hold it,” he said continuing his near violent
plundering of her body. “Now you’re going to have to take it until I come.”

“Are…are you close?” She wasn’t sure she could handle this
for much longer. Her body didn’t even feel like her own anymore. It was an
instrument owned and played by Adam.

“I’m close every time I get near you,” he said in a harsh,
low tone.

Oh God, his words sent her desire spiraling back up. She
felt the same about him. He heated up her insides and kept her tingling. His
penis, buried deep in her, only brought that aching need to the forefront.

“You’re close again, aren’t you?” he asked, and she could
swear she knew he wore a sly grin, despite not being able to see his face.

She nodded and released a gasp when he pulled out of her
without warning, leaving her aching and cold. “What…?” But she didn’t have time
to finish her question before he pulled her by the arms, turned her and pressed
her back against the bathroom wall. His arms slid under her thighs and lifted
her up, then down onto him. She wrapped her legs around his hips and trusted
his strength to hold her up. She’d never done it like this before…had never met
a man strong enough to hold her five-ten frame easily.

Adam made it seem effortless as he rocked against her,
letting her weight fall onto his thighs, speared by his cock. The dark curls on
his nape slid through her fingers as she held on for the ride. She pulled him
in closer, thinking to kiss him, but he turned his lips away at the last
second.

She was wide open to him in every sense of the word while he
pressed his cock to her core and swung his hips in smooth, easy motions.

“Are you close now?”

She nodded frantically. “You?”

He didn’t respond, but instead growled his pleasure, pushing
his hips one final time and spurting his seed deep inside her. Her pussy
responded to his hot come, squeezing and milking him as if it was eager for
everything he had to give. She was helpless against the sensation flooding her.
Rational thought had fled the room and pure animal instinct had taken its
place.

They stood entwined against the wall, coming off their
pleasure high, until the muscles in her legs gave out and collapsed off his
hips dangling in midair. By inches he allowed her to lower the rest of the way,
holding her by her rear.

“Go shower,” he said. “Clean your pussy. If I smell you
again, I won’t be responsible for my actions.”

She snorted. As if it was her fault his dick kept getting
hard. Then again, she could blame him for her wanton condition. She nodded,
needing a few minutes of alone time to catch her breath.

* * * * *

Adam sprawled naked and sweaty on the itchy, ancient couch
in the tiny conference room listening to the spray of water and trying to
ignore dirty thoughts of a naked Loren dripping wet. There was no denying it,
she was his match. His foot tapped a rhythm on the thin carpet while he
considered his options. How could he have missed it at first? He’d nearly
ruined an operation for Loren’s sake. Would have abandoned Chase at the party
to follow her. He’d practically kidnapped her for Christ’s sake.
Literally threw her over his shoulder and brought her to his lair. Might as
well have dragged her by the hair. Me, Adam. You, my woman.

Christ. His body sang praises and hallelujahs, especially
after their mind-blowing sex, but his mind ran the hundred-meter dash in the
opposite direction. He’d been so busy dealing with the emotion of his orders to
find a match and procreate, he’d nearly missed what was right in front of his
nose. Loren was the one, his match. No wonder Shep and his dad had acted
so cagey when he’d mentioned his reaction to Loren last night.

Too bad he could never follow through with her. His mother
had warned him repeatedly about the dangers of falling in love based on the
Program’s scientific numbers game. He’d fall in love with his match, give her a
damaged child and watch her abandon him over it. It would be history all over again,
and he’d be damned if he’d be condemned to relive it.

Denying she was his match was no longer a possibility.
But…he sat up straighter. He didn’t have to claim her and marry her. He could
enjoy the next eighteen or so hours with Loren and then send her packing.

He glanced down at his semi-erect penis, which hadn’t truly
softened since meeting Loren last night. How did married matched couples do
this and get any work done? Any thoughts he’d had about the Christenson
kidnapping were on hold while he thought with his dick. Currently there was
only room for Loren and Loren’s body.

The woman in question appeared in the doorway, pink and soft
from the shower, looking way too delectable.

“Hi,” she said softly.

He nodded, not trusting himself to speak, fearing he’d order
her to drop the white towel and come sit on his lap.

She fiddled with the hemmed corner of the towel covering her
hip. “How long do you think they’ll trap us in here?”

He shrugged. “They’ve got the evidence they need. They
should let us out soon.”

“I’m getting sort of hungry. I skipped breakfast and it’s
now past lunchtime.”

Her words triggered some sort of caveman response in him.
His woman was hungry. Where was a damn spear and wild animal when he needed
them? “I’ll call Shep.” He gestured to the phone on a small table next to the
sofa. As soon as he picked up the handset, Shep’s voice echoed through the
room, leaving no doubt that every word taking place was being monitored. He
assumed Shep never watched the video. That would be too weird. He left that
fun, voyeuristic task for the science types.

“Food will be delivered shortly. Ask Ms. Stanton if she’s a
vegetarian or has any food allergies.”

Loren stepped toward the speaker. “No, I like meat.” Then
she blushed as her double entendre registered.

“Do you?” He smiled wolfishly at her. Just one night with
her, and then he had to give her up forever. He planned to use his time wisely.
“Come here.” He patted his lap. “I’ve got meat for you.”

* * * * *

Approximately seventeen hours later, Adam blinked as light
poured in through the now-open door to the hallway.

“Shep?”

His commanding officer stepped fully into the room with a
shit-eating grin on his face.

Adam shifted the naked, sleeping woman in his arms to hide
her body from public viewing. “Is it over? Am I free to go?”

Shep nodded. “Take a few minutes to get dressed then please
bring Ms. Stanton to my office.” He swung an appraising glance over their
tangled bodies on the sofa then stepped out, shutting the door behind him.

“Adam?” Loren wriggled on him, causing his morning hard-on
to thicken. The urge to fuck her was back but it was more manageable this
morning. His body still desperately wanted Loren’s, but he wasn’t going to go
berserk without her.

“Good morning. Rise and shine, up and at ’em.”

She sat up, rubbing her eyes and wincing as her muscles
adjusted to a night of hard use. They’d continued screwing like bunnies until
they’d literally passed out with him still thrusting inside her around dawn.
“What time is it?”

He glanced at the black rubber diver’s watch on his left
wrist. “Around seven. Shep wants you in his office in five minutes.”

Her arms stretched high above her head, causing her breasts
to lift and squeeze together. “I need breakfast and coffee.” Her head fell back
against the cushions. “Hello?” She waved an arm. “Adam, stop staring at my
breasts. Do you see my clothes anywhere?”

He surveyed the room and scooped up her blouse and pants,
tossing them at her. “I think your panties are unsalvageable. Sorry.” He tried
and failed to hide a grin.

“Stop smiling and cover that up.” She pointed at his
ever-hopeful but exhausted erection.

He slipped into the bathroom and yanked on his clothes. He
shifted over to make room for a now fully clothed Loren who entered to splash
some water on her face and brush her hair with her hands. The scent of the
night’s sexual exertions lingered in the air, permeating their hair and skin.
Would this craving and obsession for her end with time and distance? He didn’t
know, but it was likely he’d strip her and take her against the sink again
unless they went their separate ways in the next few seconds.

“Ready?”

She nodded and followed him out the door and down the
hallway to Commander Shepard’s office.

“Here she is, Shep.” He opened the door for her and inhaled
her unique scent one final time before turning and heading out to his own room
on campus.

“Fifteen, Adam.” Shep’s voice echoed behind him.

“What?” He turned back, pausing in the doorway.

“You made it fifteen minutes before you caved, Blacker.”

He wanted to tell Shep to shut the fuck up, but his
ingrained habit of showing his senior officer respect was hard to overcome. “It
means nothing. She may be my match, but I don’t want a partner.” He forced
himself to stride away without a backward glance at Loren to see how she took
his lie.





Chapter Four



The bastard actually left. She stared at the now-closed door
where Adam had exited not two seconds ago without even a farewell kiss. Not
that she’d had a hello kiss either. During the past twenty-plus hours of the
most intense sex she’d ever experienced, they hadn’t kissed on the lips even
once. They’d come close a few times, but one of them would pull back at the
last second. It was too intimate, too personal for the animalistic sex they’d
shared.

He was gone, and she was fine with it. Really. She had a
life to get back to. As soon as she interviewed Commander Shepard about the
kidnapping, she’d be on her way.

She turned back toward the commander and waited for him to
speak. They sat and eyed each other for a few moments. Her cheeks warmed from
fielding the intense stare from a man her mother’s age who knew how she’d spent
the night. She tried to hold his gaze without blushing. She had nothing to be
ashamed about. The whole situation was Shepard’s fault. If he hadn’t locked her
in a room with Adam…

The commander broke the silence first. “Ms. Stanton, I’m in
a bit of a quandary here.”

“How so?”

“Normally, my soldiers volunteer to find their breeding
partner.”

“But Adam didn’t.”

Shep shook his head with a grimace. “No, he didn’t, and he
possibly never will. Too much family baggage. I thought once he met you and was
intimate with you, he wouldn’t be able to refuse.”

She glanced at the empty seat next to her. “Having second
thoughts now?”

If he was, he didn’t admit them to her. Only a slight
wrinkle between his eyebrows told her things hadn’t gone exactly how he’d
hoped.

“I’m not ready to give up on Adam breeding and giving us his
children for the next generation yet. If you’re amenable, I’d like you to stick
around for a bit,” he said.

“My children.”

“Excuse me?”

Loren leaned forward, ignoring her aching sex-sore muscles.
“You said Adam would give you his children. They’d be my children also.”

Shep looked surprised at the distinction. “Oh, of course.
So, will you stay?”

She shook her head and squelched the tiny part of her brain
screaming to stay within a one-mile radius of Adam, her perfect match. “No, I’m
afraid I can’t stay. I have a job, a life outside of here. If you’ll be kind
enough to answer a few questions about the kidnapping, I’ll be out of your
hair.”

Shep nodded and stared at a distant point on the wall for a
long minute. “Before you run off, would you take a look at this?” He picked up
a small picture frame from his desk and flipped it around, handing it to her.

She nearly dropped it in shock. Staring back at her from the
plain, pewter frame was a much younger, black-haired Commander Shepard with his
arm around a woman. Standing next to the happy couple was a man who looked like
Loren’s dead father. Loren would stake her next year of paychecks that the man was
her father.

What. The. Hell?

Why was her father in a picture with Commander Shepard? Her
father had been a journalist, an award-winning journalist. So dedicated, he’d
died covering a story in Iraq when she was ten years old. TIME Magazine
had sent a letter recognizing his contributions to their publication. She
remembered Mom clutching the letter nightly, tears dripping down onto the
soggy, worn paper.

The narrow office chair welcomed her as she sank back into it
with shaky legs and a roiling stomach. She replaced the frame gently back on
the desk with unsteady hands. Her first attempt failed, and she shook as she
flipped the frame right side up again. This was her father. She deserved to
know why he was connected with a formerly secret military branch of the
government. If only her purse hadn’t been taken from her, she could call Mom
and grill her about a Commander Shepard.

Well that was bullshit. She’d worshipped her father, and had
become a journalist to follow in his footsteps. If he’d had a secret, she
wanted to know. Now.

“Why do you have a picture of my father?”

“Because he was my best friend. He was one of us.” Shep sat
back in his chair and pursed his lips with a meaningful stare.

“I don’t… I don’t understand. How could he be part of this?
He lived in Virginia with us.”

Shep ignored her confused mutterings. “You have a brother. A
half brother,” he corrected.

She couldn’t take it in. It was too much to process.

“Do you want to meet him?” he asked almost kindly.

Her head bobbed up and down, and she felt tears brimming but
was unable to speak.

“Here.” Shep had risen and circled his desk to press a
tissue into her hand. Then he squatted down to look her in the eye. “I’ll
introduce you to your brother and answer every question about your father on
one condition.”

She swallowed her tears to meet his gaze.

“Stay on campus for a few weeks. Get in Adam’s personal
space.”

Her teeth nibbled on her lower lip as she tried to sort
through the ramifications of Commander Shepard’s not-so-generous offer. It was
a huge risk. Her compulsion to be with Adam had been strong. It would take
everything she had to fight it for two weeks. Would she even want to? What
happened if she accepted the match but Adam remained obstinate?

A broken heart, that’s what. It was a lot to consider. But
he was offering her the truth about her father and a real-life brother. There
was no decision to be made. She nodded. “I’ll stay, but I want my own room. No
locking me in with anyone. And I’m not making any promises about being with
Adam. We may have slept together and we may be a match, but it doesn’t mean I’m
setting up house with him anytime soon.” Now that she wasn’t naked, breathing
the same air as Adam, her need and craving for him dissipated to a degree. Her
other priorities came rushing back.

Shep smiled and helped her to her feet. “Fine. No promises
necessary. If you stay on campus, you won’t be able to stay away from each
other. Now let’s go find your brother.”

“I’m not finished yet.” She straightened her shoulders under
his scrutiny. “If I stay for two weeks,” she held up a hand to quell Shep’s
protest, “then I want an interview with you. A real one, not the evasive
baloney you’ve been feeding the press.”

Shep smiled. “Deal, but I warn you, Ms. Stanton. After two
weeks on campus, you won’t want to write about me. You’ll be one of us and just
as protective of our secrets.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it. Now, you mentioned something
about my brother?”

Shep grabbed his handset off his desk, pressed a few keys
and murmured something she didn’t catch. A minute later the door opened and the
tall, muscular soldier who’d greeted her at the gate yesterday popped
in.

“You wanted me, Shep?”

“Gavin. This is Ms. Stanton. I believe you met yesterday.”

Gavin lost his grin and took a step back. “Don’t do this,
Shep. Don’t put me between her and Adam.”

Shep looked exasperated. “Don’t be a pansy. I’m not setting
you up. I’m only asking you to escort Ms. Stanton to Chase’s room to meet him.”

Relief passed over Gavin’s face. “Okay.” Then he turned back
to Shep with narrowed eyes. “Why isn’t Adam escorting her?”

Loren watched the byplay with interest. Clearly, Shep hated
to be questioned, and what did it mean that Gavin knew Adam was supposed to be
with her?

“Adam’s refusing his match rights.”

The soldier’s jaw unhinged for a nanosecond before he
regained his composure and smiled charmingly at her. “Well isn’t this my lucky
day, escorting a beautiful woman around my home.”

“Gavin,” Shep warned. “Blacker’s pretending to be dumb, he’s
not actually stupid.”

Gavin lost the smile and scowled at Shep. “The things I do
for you. One of these days, you’re going to get me killed.” He turned to Loren
and offered her a hand up. “Ready to go?”

She stood and nodded. They made it a few steps before she
turned back to Commander Shepard. “I’ll need my things. I won’t want to wear
these clothes for two weeks.”

“We’ll take care of it later. For now, go meet your
brother.”

She followed Gavin down a long corridor and out double glass
doors into a courtyard of sorts. It reminded her of the quad from her college
days, but no coeds sunbathed and tossed a Frisbee. Instead tall, muscular men
jogged or strode from building to building alone or in pairs, chatting intently
or checking cell phones. Where were the women? Locked away in towers?

“Where are the women?”

Gavin stopped walking to look down on her with confusion
etched on his face. “Huh? What women?”

She gestured to the other courtyard occupants. “Only Y
chromosomes. Don’t you have women here?”

He scanned the area. “We have plenty of women on campus,
though there’s been a bit of a drought lately. You’re the first woman recruited
in a while.”

“I’m not a recruit. I’m not staying.” She met his skeptical
look with a steady one of her own and ignored his snort. His hand steered her
by her elbow down another gravel path and she started to ask a question, but a
flash of darkness in the form of a speeding large male interrupted her.

“Shit, not again, Blacker,” Gavin groaned from the ground.
“That’s twice I let you knock me on my ass. I’m being nice because she’s your
woman, but I swear if you touch me again, it’s on.”

Adam lumbered over Gavin’s supine form. His breath came in
spurts. “She’s not my woman.”

“Then why are you about to kill me for touching her?” Gavin
asked. “Loren, put your hand on him. Your touch will calm him down.”

She eyed the tall, angry man who’d appeared out of nowhere
to tackle her escort the second he’d placed his hands on her body. She wasn’t
getting near that train wreck. “What is your problem, Adam? Why did you attack
Gavin?”

The scowl on Adam’s face sped up her heart rate, but she
refused to cower to him or cut him any slack for being a ridiculous, overgrown
baby.

“He grabbed you.”

“He did not.”

“I know what I saw, Loren.”

Her hands fisted on her hips. “Since when is putting a hand
on someone’s elbow ‘grabbing’? Besides, what do you care? I’m not your woman.
You admitted it.”

“Get out of here,” Adam told Gavin then turned back to her.
“Fine, you’re my woman. Happy? Let’s go.”

“Not a chance.” She took a step back, but he followed with a
larger step. Traitorous Gavin was already twenty feet away, obviously unwilling
to interfere. Mint hovered on Adam’s breath and shampoo wafted from his damp
hair. Lucky him to get a shower, something she still lacked after their
intense, dirty night.

“Loren, come with me.”

These military types needed to stop assuming she’d follow
their every order. Not in this lifetime. “Where are you going to take me?”

“Where was Gavin taking you?”

“To see my brother. Do you know my brother? And did you know
my father?”

He shook his head. “I know your brother and I knew of your
father, but never met him personally.”

“And it never occurred to you to mention that last night?”

His lips thinned. “I was slightly distracted. We both were.”

Heat flooded her cheeks as she recalled the many
distractions. She doubted she’d even have recognized her father’s name if he’d
mentioned it in the heat of their lovemaking. She stepped closer and put a hand
on his hard forearm. “I want to meet my brother.”

His searing glance at her hand on his arm melted her and
sent heat to her pussy with the same intensity as before. Anxiety and
possessiveness bled from his pores and wrapped around her skin, triggering a
reaction that screamed for her to ease him, claim him. The water was obviously
not out of her system yet.

“Darn,” she said in a low breath. Her arms wrapped around
his shoulders as he lowered in for a deep kiss. Their first. His tongue met
hers and they dueled for dominance until hollers and whistles of approval
penetrated her lust-induced fog.

She pulled away from his mouth and stared around to realize
Adam was carrying her by her ass while her legs wrapped around his hips. An
audience of his comrades had stopped to witness and tease.

“Get a room!”

“Get to the lab.”

“Blacker’s met his match.”

Adam smiled sheepishly at her while he continued to hold her
effortlessly. “Privacy?”

She nodded, trying to catch her breath and remember why she
wasn’t supposed to be wrapped around this man like a second skin, but nothing
triggered other than a need to ease the ache at her core.

His quickened steps brought her swollen pussy against the
zipper of his pants where his erection punched out against her. Each jogged
step increased the friction until she was panting with need.

“Here,” she said as soon as he’d reached the side of a
building that appeared to be off the beaten path. “Stop here. I can’t wait, I
need you again badly.”

His low chuckle warmed her. “This is pretty public,” he
warned.

“I don’t care,” she said, near tears. The burning was
intensifying to boiling point and her nipples felt as if they could cut glass.

“I care. I don’t want you featuring in the fantasies of the
teenagers on campus.”

Why was he still talking and not inside her yet? She bit his
shoulder to get him to shut up and get naked.

Her sharp bite froze him in place to look at her. “Shit,
you’re in pain, aren’t you?”

She nodded, closing her eyes against the debilitating need
now that she was in his arms again.

Concern and determination replaced humor on his handsome
face as he backed her against a shady tree near the side of a brick building.
“I’m sorry, Loren. I didn’t realize.”

He lowered her gently to the ground and went to his knees,
planting his head between her legs. “Let me help you.”

Her head fell back in the grass and she dug her heels in the
ground, lifting her hips to his face.

“You’re soaking,” he said, sounding awed. “I can smell and
almost see it through your pants.”

“Do something. Please.”

He made quick work of her pants, lowering them to her
ankles, and buried his tongue in her slit. The first touch of his tongue was
salve to a burn. Gently he licked her up and down, pausing to circle her overly
swollen clit.

It was magic. The pain eased into a blinding pleasure,
bringing release almost immediately. Though she was no longer in the agony of
need, Adam’s hunger spoke to her body, keeping her ready for him.

She tugged on his hair, pulling him gently up to see his
face. “Come up here.”

His smile warmed her, as did his large body covering hers.
She could feel his cock against her belly through his thin pants, so she slid a
hand between their bodies and cupped him.

“Can I ease you now?” Without waiting for his answer, she
unbuttoned and unzipped his pants, releasing his erection. In a smooth
movement, she raised her hips and head, meeting his lips for a kiss and his
cock for the most intimate kiss of all. Thanks to her earlier orgasm, he slid
in easily as if he’d never left.

“I missed you,” he said against her lips as his hips started
a slow rhythm.

“It’s only been thirty minutes.”

His breath tickled her ear. “Doesn’t matter. Thirty minutes,
thirty seconds. I crave you.”

Her defenses lowered against his romantic words, but she
couldn’t find a response other than her very physical one. He was correct.
Thirty minutes away from him had stretched endlessly, making her body feel it
was missing a limb. To cover her discomfort from the truth behind that
statement and its vast implications, she captured his mouth in an open, wet
kiss that went on and on as their lower bodies came together in a wave of
ecstasy.

Twenty minutes later, they adjusted their clothes to rights.
She sat up to face him and plucked some blades of grass out of the dirt to
avoid meeting his gaze. “Will it always be like this?”

“Like what?” His arms wrapped around his knees as he studied
her.

“This clawing need. It’s a serious distraction.”

He rested his chin on his forearms and frowned. “The
hormones from the water should be leaving your system soon, but we’re always
going to have a strong pull toward each other.”

“What if we fight it? You said earlier you don’t want a
wife. I’m not really ready to be one. I think we should fight it.”

“I have to fight it. What did Shep tell you?”

She turned her head to see his brown eyes looking at her
seriously. “He asked me to stay on the campus for two weeks and get in your
face. In exchange, he’s going to tell me about my father’s role here and
introduce me to my brother.”

Adam nodded. “And will you?”

“Will I what?”

“Get in my face?”

A hint of a beard dotted his masculine jaw. She itched to
rub her fingers over it. “I’ll try not to. You’re the one who came running up
and grabbed me.”

He had the decency to look chagrined. “I couldn’t help it.
I’d been watching the exit of the main office to see if you came onto the
campus or left, and when Gavin put his hand on you. Again…” He shook his head.
“I kind of lost it.”

“That’s what I’m worried about,” she admitted softly. “I
don’t feel like myself. It’s like my body’s been taken over by some sex-crazed
maniac.”

He grinned over her embarrassment. “You won’t hear any
complaints from me. I don’t want you to take it personally. If things were
different, I’d carry you off to my room and not let you out until you were fat
with my kid in you.”

Her womb contracted at his words. “Assuming of course that I
wanted to have kids with you.”

He brushed a light finger over her knuckle. “You don’t?”

How to answer that? “I haven’t given a thought to children
before. I thought to find a man first.”

“And now that you’ve found one?” He rose quickly to his
feet. “Forget I said that. It wasn’t fair.”

She stood to face him, arms akimbo on her hips. “No, it
wasn’t. I don’t get you, Adam. You said all night you want nothing to do with
me, but then you say something like that.”

“I’m sor—”

“Just take me to my brother,” she said before he could
apologize for offering things they both may have secretly wanted but couldn’t
admit to.



They strolled down the gravel path toward a three-story
nondescript brick building as Loren asked about her brother. His fast-beating
heart made him want to skip and run all at the same time. She was staying. It
would be tricky to avoid her. The compound was large, but not college-campus
big. He’d see her at meals in the dining room, unless he invited himself to
dine with his matched friends. Yes, that was a good alternative to restaurants
for every meal. Maybe he could get a long-term assignment overseas. Kabul had
nice weather this time of year. He could work on his tan.

The lure of being with Loren was too strong. He’d felt it
the second he’d seen her at that damn ambassador’s party. The temptation to
succumb to her and the Program’s MO was strong, but all he had to do was think
of the box of angst-ridden letters from his mother to his father on his dresser
and his resolve strengthened. He’d never agree to match.

Besides, it wasn’t fair to pursue anything with her. She
lived in the real world and should be headed back there soon enough, and he had
no intention of falling in line with Shep’s plans to breed the next generation
of Program Soldiers. Yeah, he totally needed to ditch her with Chase. Let her
brother babysit her. But if he could hold her hand one last time, that would be
cool.

Hell, who was he kidding? Only Loren flat on her back again
naked, panting, would satisfy him. Or maybe facedown naked. Then he could
recheck that her ass was as perfect as it appeared. Shit, he had to stop or she
was going to notice his inattention and the growing bulge in his shorts. They’d
barely cooled down from the quickie session in the grass, and he was already
ready to go another round.

He ignored his body’s desires and tried to answer her
questions as fast as she fired them. “Your brother’s name is Chase, he’s a few
years older than me, and he’s one of my squad.”

Loren walked alongside him with her hair swinging down her
back every step. He felt a smile threatening to burst out of him and pushed it
back down. Her presence should not be a cause for celebration. Her presence
here was dangerous for his peace of mind, but his body was throwing off
fireworks.

“Adam?”

He glanced at her, sucking in eyefuls of her rich, honey
hair and athletic body. “What?” It came out harsher than intended, courtesy of
his little fantasy porn world starring he and Loren.

“Uh, nothing. Well actually, I was wondering. What’s your
ability?”

“My ability?”

“Your strength,” she clarified. “The Post article
mentioned that each soldier here has a specialty like sharpshooting or
hand-to-hand combat. What’s yours?”

“Oh. I’m a tactician. I can outmaneuver nearly anyone. I’m
involved in the planning of nearly all our operations.”

“The news articles didn’t go into that much detail. What
kind of operations do you conduct here? Are they all protection assignments
like I saw at Christenson’s party?”

“Nice try, Woodward. You’re not getting it from me. Most of
that information is highly classified.”

She laughed at his mention of her Washington Post
colleague and held up her hands. “It was worth a try. And now I’m really
curious for personal reasons, after all, between my brother and father it’s in
the family now.”

His heart flip-flopped at the sound of her laughter. He
vowed to be the stand-up comedian of soldiers if he could hear her genuine
laugh again. But it didn’t escape his notice that she hadn’t denied her
journalist role. Would she write an inside view of the Program or would she
feel loyalty to keep its secrets?

Chase would have to watch her closely to make sure she
didn’t write an expose. ’Cause he was out of here. More time with Loren and
he’d be doing something really stupid like pressing her up against the nearest
tree and taking her again. They’d agreed to keep their hands to themselves, and
he’d live up to the bargain. He had to.

They walked in silence down the path to the residential
section of the compound. He could see some lights on in the small apartment
building where he and most of the other single soldiers lived. Most of the guys
were probably in the cafeteria grabbing some breakfast at this time of the day.

Lights blazed at the tiny cottages where families resided,
and he could hear the shrieks of laughter of young children running. He pushed
the glass double doors, holding one open for her. She brushed by him, her long
hair tickling his upper arm as she passed. His fists clenched to stop himself
from grabbing a handful of her silky curls and stroking.

“Where is my brother? I can’t believe my dad never told me I
had a brother. Why did he separate us? Didn’t they get along?”

“Those are questions better answered by Chase, but I can
tell you he’s your half brother. You have different mothers.”

“Shep mentioned that.”

He chanced a sideways glance at Loren to see her reaction to
the residential quarters. It looked similar to many buildings in the Washington
Metro region with its dark-red brick and white rectangular windows. The sound
of music did not come barreling down the hall to greet them as it usually did,
so he deduced most residents were eating, but decided to knock on Chase’s door
anyway. He pulled Loren along to the stairs and up one flight. Chase lived in
the second apartment on the right. He knocked and heard Chase answer.

“What’s up? Enter if you dare.”

He turned to face Loren. “Your brother’s a bit of a
well…you’ll see.”

She raised an eyebrow at him and pushed her way into Chase’s
apartment.



Chase’s room looked like a freshman college dorm room. That
was the nicest thing she could come up with. Heaps of clothes lay in piles on
the floor, causing the blue carpet to look like it had brightly colored
measles. Posters hung on the walls without frames and depicted half-nude
females of the Playmate variety. Her brother lay on a queen-sized bed with a
gaming remote attached to his hand. Loren glanced at the shoot-em-up game
flashing on the screen. The hardware was far from college dorm. A nice
Sony TV hung on the wall, its profile thinner than her wrist. A gaming system
and other electronics were stacked under it. Apparently, genetically modified
soldiers were compensated generously. Chase seemed engrossed in his game, but
as soon as she and Adam entered the room, he sat up and focused on her with an
intensity bordering on stalker.

She distantly heard the ping of the game being paused as she
and Chase stared into each other’s eyes. From the expression on his face, it
was clear he’d known all about her even though she’d been clueless about his
existence. Her excellent memory clicked into place and she ID’d Chase as a
guest from last night. Had he been a waiter? No, she recalled he’d posed as a
guest. She took a hasty step back only to crash into Adam’s front. He reached
around and steadied her.

Chase bounded from the bed. “Where the hell have you been?
Shep called. I expected you nearly an hour ago.” His keen gaze took in their
disheveled clothing and an angry flush warmed his face. He glared at Adam. “If
I didn’t know she was your match, I’d kick your ass. Guess you couldn’t help
it, huh?”

Adam’s strong body moved away, leaving her to face her
brother’s scrutiny alone. She lifted her chin and tried not to blush over the
fact she was meeting a brother who knew exactly why she’d been detained. “Sorry
we’re late. I’m Loren, by the way. Your sister.”

Chase ignored her body language and pulled her into a bear
hug. “I’ve always wanted to meet you.”

She gently pushed at his chest. It was hard to breathe
enveloped in six-plus feet of brother, but it was every dream come to life.
Every Christmas she’d run into the living room hoping and wishing to see a
real-live little baby wrapped in blankets under the tree. It was the one wish
Santa never made true.

“And I’ve always wanted a brother. Or any sibling,” she
amended. “How did you know about me? Was it last night at the party?”

He looked discomfited by the question, but before he could
answer, Adam jumped in. “It looks like you two are off to a great family
reunion. I’ll leave you to it. See you around. Chase. Loren.” He nodded to them
both and got the door open.

Loren watched his retreating back, pretending not to be
bereft to see him go. She told herself she wanted him to go so she could gain
her freedom. She certainly didn’t want him to stay and be able to lean in to
him and feel his chest or breathe in his subtle male scent.

“Wait,” Chase called out to Adam. “You’re leaving?”

Adam turned back, his face unreadable. “Yes.” His glance met
hers for a split second. “It’s what we’ve agreed to.”

Chase opened his mouth to say something more, but seeing the
undercurrents of restraint and emotion passing between her and Adam, he closed
it and shrugged. “Okay, your loss, but I don’t know what Shep told her, or
where’s she’s staying, or her restrictions. Who is in charge of her?”

She rolled her eyes. These men needed to change their belief
she needed a keeper pretty damn quick. “No, Adam, you go. I’ll be fine on my
own. Tell me where I’m sleeping tonight and how to find a toothbrush and
shower. Someone got me a little dirty.”

Guilt and indecision flashed in his face. Duty versus
desire. Commander Shepard had probably meant for Gavin to stay with her despite
his wishes. Well she could make the choice easier for him. “Go,” she insisted
again. “I’m done with you.” Even she could hear the lie in her voice. Her words
said go, but her body was screaming for him to stay.

Chase raised an eyebrow at Adam. Good. Let her brother
wonder how she’d been treated by his comrades. Though, she was withholding
judgment on Chase, until she knew where he stood on this whole DNA matching
thing.

Adam took a step out the door and she let out a breath she
hadn’t even known she was holding.

Chase smiled at her. “I’m starving and was headed to eat.
Are you hungry?”

Her stomach grumbled at the mention of food. The meal she’d
shared with Adam had long passed through her digestive tract. “Great. But I
desperately need a shower first and then let’s go eat. Is there a restaurant
nearby?”

Chase shook his head. “Loren, you don’t seem to get it. This
is your new home until Shep says so. You can’t leave the property. We eat on
campus today. It’s too bad. I was jonesing for some bacon. I need meat.”

She stifled a laugh at her newfound brother’s moans and
pleas. He acted as if he were sixteen even though he looked about five years
older than she. She suddenly craved more than food. She had a million, or maybe
a billion, questions for her brother, starting with his family history and
exact occupation. Maybe Adam was more closemouthed than a clam, but Chase
seemed to let it all hang out.

She’d take advantage of that, maybe ply him with alcohol and
make him talk about the Program and their mission. She had an article to write,
and despite Shep’s predictions, she felt no loyalty here yet. She still wanted
her byline on the front page.

After a long, hot shower she emerged, starving. “Come on,
let’s go.” She swung open the door to Chase’s apartment and entered the
hallway. She stopped on the realization that she had no clue where the dining
hall was. Chase exited on her heels and led the way.





Chapter Five



“We’ve got her,” Shep said, triumph ringing in his voice.

“Who?” Jonathan Keel and William Blacker asked in unison.

“Robert’s daughter,” Shep informed them. “And get this. She’s
genetically compatible with Adam.” He nodded toward Blacker. “As we suspected
from his reaction to her at Christenson’s party, your son is her near-perfect
match. Xander was a close second, but I think we’d all agree we prefer to
reproduce Adam’s traits over that sociopath. I swear that kid is going to blow
this place to hell one day. If he weren’t deadly perfect at his job, I’d bench
his ass.”

“Hold on, Shep.” William waved a hand. “Stop complaining
about Xander. We know you will never send valentines to each other. Go back to
the first part about my son. Robert’s daughter is a good match for Adam?” A
wide smile spread across his face. He laughed. “That was fast. Who would have
thought we’d find his match this quickly?”

Jonathan Keel pasted a smile on his face while his
intestines knotted themselves in twists. This was good news. Really. Program
numbers had been dwindling these past few years. They’d be in trouble unless
they had fresh blood to train, but his stomach lurched at the thought of a
Blacker and a Stanton partnering up. It was laughable that the two families
he’d wronged many years ago would now be aligned. But then, it was said God had
a sense of humor. And it would be another form of personal torture having Loren
on campus. He wondered if she looked like her mother. He hoped not, but part of
him desired it. It would be like going back in time to see the woman he’d loved
at the age he’d loved her.

Shep smiled. “Adam and Loren are genetically matched. They
scored a nine-point-seven out of ten on Dr. Rovinsky’s spectrum.”

“And how’s my son taking the news?” William leaned forward
intently.

Shep smiled. “He’s your son, so I’ll spare you the gritty
details, but they resisted each other for a scant fifteen minutes.”

William leaned back in his chair with a chuckle. “Where are
they now?”

“Well, that’s the tricky part.”

“How so?” Keel asked.

“They’re both fighting the match with every ounce of
resistance, but we know he won’t be able to let her go, because his instinct
right now is screaming for him to keep her.”

“As much as we want to believe we’ve evolved past the
caveman stage of our history, we haven’t. I’ve seen it time and again with all
our genetically matched couples. They can’t seem to stay away from each other,”
Keel said.

William nodded, a morose look on his face. “I only hope he
won’t walk in my footsteps and follow my example.”

No one met his gaze.

“Adam and Ms. Stanton will be together,” Shep said in a hard
voice. “Even if I have to lock them in a room again filled with chocolate and
roses.”

* * * * *

“Paulson? It’s me.” Keel shifted the phone from one ear to
the other. A quick glance around told him he was still alone in the convenience
store parking lot despite the multitude of cars in the lot.

“Ah, young man. I’ve been waiting to hear from you.” The
older man’s voice crackled from either age or distance of an ocean. “Do you
have any news to report?”

“Yes. Your plan worked last night. Shep and the boys are
scratching their asses wondering how the kid disappeared underneath their
noses.”

“Excellent. I’ve always found diversionary tactics to be
such fun and effective. They took the bait? Are they sending someone?”

“Not yet. They don’t have the first clue of where to look. I
can drop some hints if necessary. Imagine their surprise when they find out
you’re still alive.” He could almost feel the smile of his partner across the
phone lines. “I’ll email you with more information about their progress as I
have it.” A whisper of apprehension skated through him at having to ask his
next question. “You’ll deposit the money?”

“Patience, Keel. First you need to deliver a living specimen
and then you’ll be five hundred thousand dollars richer.”

He opened his mouth to deliver the oft-rehearsed speech
about how five hundred thousand was barely worth his time to share secrets, but
the phone went dead before he could get a word out. It would have to wait for
next time. But any amount of money would go a long way toward his plan of
island retirement living.

When Paulson first approached him weeks ago to deliver a healthy
living soldier for research, he’d been appalled. But when the older doctor had
started spouting threats about revealing his past misdeeds to the victims, he
was in. He had no choice, really, but actively setting up a team member for
capture was upsetting. It didn’t sit well.

Paulson had promised the soldier wouldn’t be hurt, only some
mild medical procedures, and then he’d be put back on a plane to Beltsville
minus a pint of blood and some DNA samples. He could live with that.

It had been a shock to hear Paulson’s voice. They’d all
accounted him for dead years ago, but the original founder of the Program was
apparently alive and well in Europe. And still actively studying human DNA. He
hadn’t asked what Paulson would use the soldier’s DNA for. Ignorance was the
smarter path in this instance.

He’d deliver someone to Paulson, get his five hundred Gs and
stay under the radar on campus. Something that was now necessary thanks to the
new female addition on campus. He hung up on Paulson and returned to his car to
head back home. A quick glance at his watch told him he’d make it back in time
for lunch. Good, he was hungry. He drove down the street back to the Program
compound and made his way to the cafeteria.

She was the spitting image of her mother. Keel nearly choked
on his food when she walked into the dining room accompanied by her brother. It
almost hurt to watch Loren, who was a perfect replica of the woman he’d loved.
Seeing her took him back more than thirty years ago when he’d first laid eyes
on Julia, Loren’s mother.

He remembered her shy smile and laughing eyes as she’d
interviewed for a secretary position on campus. One look and he’d been smitten.
And she’d reciprocated too. They dated for months until Robert Stanton sunk his
claws into her. Stanton had been out on a long-term assignment overseas and had
missed Julia’s initiation onto the campus. But upon his return, he’d been drawn
to Julia like a magnet, stealing her away.

He chewed his sandwich slowly, watching Loren laughing with
Chase, and remembered all the hurdles he’d jumped to make things go his way
with Julia. Too bad it hadn’t worked.

Keel had had no choice but to alter the genetic results
paperwork. A little Wite-Out and some typing and another woman, Marie, shot to
the top as a breeding candidate for Stanton and Julia had been sent packing.
Though Stanton wanted Julia, he’d done his duty like a good soldier, married
Marie and fathered Chase.

Unfortunately, Keel’s plan hadn’t gone completely to script.
Julia had refused to come back to him once she’d left Beltsville. Claimed to be
heartbroken over Stanton. He’d lost track of her until that bastard, Stanton,
divorced Marie, left the Program and married Julia. And now their daughter was
here. In Beltsville. On his campus.

Had Stanton and Julia told Loren anything of their history?
Had they suspected his role in their initial separation? He couldn’t risk
anyone learning the truth. He’d stayed for years pretending to be Stanton’s
friend and colleague until he’d left Marie and run back to Julia. He couldn’t
risk being accused of wrongdoing. He had a spotless record and was nearing
retirement. As an external recruit from the early beginnings of the Program, he
didn’t have the enhanced genes to stay as young and fit as most everyone else
on campus, and he was starting to feel his age.

Loren’s clear laugh chimed through the cafeteria.
Interesting that Adam Blacker wasn’t sitting with them. No, he sat opposite
Keel, frowning every time Loren’s laugh rang out. Keel pushed aside his tray.
He’d lost his appetite.

* * * * *

Loren lay in her unfamiliar bed that night wearing a
borrowed t-shirt from her brother. It figured he’d have one of those ridiculous
tourist shirts with the buxom, bikini-clad body painted on it. The body was
positioned so the wearer would look as if he or she had the Betty Boop figure.
If it was silly on her, it would be even more absurd on the tall, masculine
Chase. Her brother was a clown. She’d tried in vain to get a serious word from
him all day, but he’d insisted on telling jokes and yukking it up with his
posse. Any mention of their father brought darkness to his eyes and was quickly
hidden by a jest. He’d done everything but snort milk out of his nose just to
avoid a quiet moment with her.

Adam had not helped. He’d sat on the opposite side of the
dining room, quietly eating his fish. It had been delicious, no high-school
cafeteria for this campus. It was restaurant quality all the way. Every so
often, Loren had glanced in exasperation from her brother to Adam. She’d not
managed to catch his eye even once. It was as though the hours of sex had never
happened. She tried to tell herself it didn’t matter, because, let’s be honest,
if Adam had treated her better, it might mean a wedding and babies. Despite the
strong sexual urges pulling them together, he was determined to stay apart.
Which was fine with her. Really. It wasn’t that she had anything against
marriage and kids. It was in her life plan, but very distantly. She had to
build her career first.

But why wasn’t he gangbusters on the idea? He’d grown up in
this world of marriages based on matched DNA, so why would he protest strongly?
He obviously wanted her sexually, but was totally closemouthed on why he was
opposed to anything longer than a quick roll in the hay. Or grass. Or couch.

She suspected there was more to it than the usual commitment
phobias from young men. Adam hadn’t said he didn’t want to breed with
her. He’d said he couldn’t. The soreness between her thighs told her it wasn’t
a physical couldn’t, but an emotional one.

There was more to it than she understood, and she wanted to
understand. She stayed in bed for a few more minutes staring at the bare walls.
Finally, she sat up with a huff. It was stupid. She wasn’t going to catch any
winks tonight without getting some questions answered from either Adam or
Chase. Screw Adam’s instructions about staying put. She was heading out.

She folded her legs off the bed and debated pulling on her
jeans. Forget it, night was too hot for warm pants. She grabbed the pair of
athletic shorts Chase had let her borrow. He’d mentioned something about
hitting the gym after dinner. Loren decided to try her luck there. Wherever the
gym was. She exited the bare-bones room Chase had her bunking in and headed
down the stairs to the apartment exit. The small buildings to her right looked
dark and more like individual residences than a large gymnasium, so she headed
left toward where they’d eaten dinner.

Loren neared the glass doors of a large building and pulled
them open. Two tall, well-built men, who looked as if they hit the gym on a
daily basis, exited as she tried to enter.

“Hi. Can you please point me in the direction of the gym?”
Loren asked with a polite smile.

Both men stared at her as if she’d grown two heads.

“What?” She folded her arms across her chest. She should
have taken the time to put on her bra. Pants would be a bonus too.

The men kept staring. “Who are you?” One of the men looked
ready to grill her up and serve her for dinner.

“I’m Loren. I have permission to be here.”

For some reason, both men chuckled at that. What? Were there
no other women here? Actually, come to think of it, she’d been the sole
estrogen soldier at dinnertime.

“What’s so funny?” Loren asked.

“Of course you have permission. Or you’d be dead,” the
darker-haired man informed her. “We just don’t get a lot of pretty women
wandering about in their pajamas.”

The blond man’s eyes suddenly widened. “Holy shit,” he said.
“I recognize that shirt. Chase has balls. I mean, he’s done a lot of crazy
stuff, but sneaking a lover on campus takes the cake.”

“I’m not his lover. I’m his sister.” Her words ended with a
slight shriek.

The men laughed even harder. “Sure you are, sweetheart.
Chase doesn’t have a sister.”

She nearly stamped her foot in annoyance, and if one of
their feet happened to be under her foot, well…accidents happen. “Fine. I’m
Adam Blacker’s match. Can you take me to one of them, or not?”

The laughter continued.

“Oh, forget it. I’ll go find them myself.” She pushed past
the hyenas and started into the building alone.

“Loren, wait up. I’ll take you.” One of the men jogged after
her. “Sorry for laughing,” he said. “Chase is sort of known for doing some
crazy shit. Sneaking a woman on campus as his ‘sister’ is just his kind of
thing, but for real, you’re Blacker’s match?”

“I am.” She marched down the corridor and let her gaze
wander from door to door but tried to keep her head still. If she looked around
as she wanted to, her annoying escort would know she was totally lost.

“Why isn’t he with you then? I mean if I were newly matched,
I wouldn’t leave the bed.”

She shrugged and ignored his almost lewd question. Her ears
strained for any sound, any clue as to her brother’s whereabouts. About halfway
down the hall, the distinctive metal clang of iron hitting iron sounded. A rap
song she didn’t recognize barreled out of the hall with the speed and subtlety
of an eighteen-wheeler.

She immediately hung a right down another hall toward the
din, then turned into the doorway and paused to scan the room for Chase. A
festival of men greeted her. Around a dozen sweaty, hard bodies stood at
different machines and free weight stations. One hard body caught her attention
like a magnet. Adam faced a mirror with his back to her, a large weight in each
hand. His biceps and pecs rippled with each curl and lift. Sweat gleamed on his
back. Her heart raced at the sight of his body and arousal shot through her,
landing dead center at the junction of her thighs.

She gripped the doorframe, her fingernails marking the wood.
Adam’s attention suddenly turned from his own reflection and caught her stare.
Their gazes locked and crashed in an exchange so heated she was surprised the
mirror didn’t shatter.

She wanted to lick him, run her tongue along the grooves of
his abdominal muscles. She’d walk over to him, pull her t-shirt over her head
and press her bare breasts to his glistening back, then run her hands around
his front to rub his nipples. He’d turn in her embrace and bend his head…

“Sis!” Chase’s voice boomed over the music’s steady thump
and knocked her out of her wicked fantasy. Out of the corner of her eye, she
saw Adam go back to his biceps curls, and she forced a smile on her face for
her newfound brother.

“I couldn’t sleep,” she shouted. “I have too many
questions.”

Chase opened his mouth to reply. Whatever he said was lost
as Loren’s attention was caught by a clang of steel on steel. Adam had slammed
down his weights and was making his way over toward her. As soon as he reached
her, he tugged on her arm and turned toward the weight room exit. She whipped
her head toward him with a nasty setdown for manhandling her, but closed her
mouth when she saw the look in his eyes. One glance and Loren knew her arousal
was not the only one spiking. She allowed him to escort her from the room and
they walked silently outside and down one of the long gravel paths. Finally,
she broke the silence.

“I thought you were ignoring me.” She tossed off the
flippant comment, but truth be told, it felt nice to walk alone in the sultry
summer air with him. Maybe too nice.

“Honestly, I have no idea what the hell I’m doing. I can’t
seem to help myself around you. I should be back in the weight room, but
instead I’m out here. With you. Wanting to touch you so damn badly. Plus, why
the hell are you parading around in a nightshirt with no pants on?”

She paused as his admission sank in and her arousal spiked
even higher.

He frowned at the ground. “I need to cool down. Let’s go to
the pool.”

“Okay,” she said, agreeing, though slightly annoyed by his
behavior. He couldn’t seem to make up his mind. One minute he was foisting her
off on Chase and the next he was physically demanding private time. What was
his deal? He had the home court advantage growing up on this campus and knowing
about the whole genetic match breeding thing. One would think he’d be pumped
his turn had finally arrived. Instead his angst had her emotions bouncing like
a yo-yo and she wanted to know why.

Though, to be fair, it wasn’t as if she was the picture of
sanity when it came to him. Her body panted after his while her mind rationally
knew she wasn’t ready to commit her life to a man she’d known less than
forty-eight hours. And yet, she’d gone twenty-seven years without ever feeling
this kind of connection with another human. That had to play a factor.

Shep had asked her to stay for two weeks. She could do that.
Besides, they had a close connection to the kidnapping and she could use them
as a source, something even Pulitzer Derrick couldn’t do. Speaking of…she had
to call Derrick tomorrow and her boss to let them know she’d be using vacation
days.

Night closed in on them as they strolled in the muggy summer
air and an owl hooted off in the distance, accompanied by a chorus of crickets.
The night remained muggy. Here and there fireflies announced their presence
with bright-green flashes of light.

“Ooh, fireflies,” she said. “They’re hard to spot in my
neighborhood. It’s too urban and well lit at night. Now it is officially
summer. Did you used to catch them and put them in jars as a kid?”

He smiled almost wistfully. “Of course. But we were so poor,
we actually tried to fill our jars to use as a lantern.”

She turned to better see his face. “Why were you poor? I
thought you grew up here? Doesn’t your dad live on campus?”

“Yeah, he does,” he admitted. “But I didn’t grow up with
him. I lived with my mom somewhere else.” Something about his hard expression
translated, so she let the topic drop.

Within minutes she smelled the chlorine and saw the
illuminated turquoise glow of an Olympic-size pool. Adam toed off his sneakers
and dropped into the deep end, clothes and all. She shivered as a few stray
water drops splashed onto her ankles and slid down to her feet. His dark head
resurfaced and shook water in every direction.

“Come in. The water feels great,” he said.

“I have no suit.” She made her way carefully to the edge of
the pool and sat with her feet dangling in the water. She hid a smile at his
pointed look that reminded her there was no need for modest swimsuits when he’d
already seen the goods.

Adam swam a few lazy laps the width of the pool while she
glanced around the compound, trying to make sense of the buildings hidden in
shadows.

“Do families live in those homes?” she called to Adam when
his head surfaced for more than a few seconds. He didn’t respond and instead
dove deep under water. She craned her neck to watch him, but lost track until a
strong hand gripped her ankle and gave a gentle tug. A look of delicious intent
blazed in his eye.

“Get in.”

“No!”

“Can you swim?”

“Yes, but I don’t…”

He yanked hard and her mouth filled with water as she tried
to tell him she didn’t want to swim, at least not without a suit. All her
reasons for sitting dry poolside surfaced as she came up sputtering for air.
Her large t-shirt rode up, exposing her stomach and borrowed shorts. She used
her elbows to hold it down while she swam to shallow water furiously. Adam swam
in small circles inches away from her, a boyish grin on his face.

“I decided to stop fighting it,” he said. “I want to swim
with you and feel you in the water.”

She stood chest-high in water and glared at him. “I wish
you’d thought of that before dunking me. What will I wear tomorrow? I’m wearing
borrowed clothes as it is.”

He shrugged, swam even closer and stood in front of her. His
warm breath tickled her cheek. “We’ll figure something out,” he whispered.

And then his lips covered hers and she forgot all about wet
clothing. His lips slanted over hers gently, and then with more pressure. His
tongue probed and she opened her mouth to let him in. She moaned as her tongue
rubbed his and wrapped her arms around his neck. When the hem of her t-shirt
floated up to the surface, he took immediate advantage with his hands, branding
her as he cradled the undersides of her bare breasts and thumbed her nipples. A
whorl of sensations enveloped her, the cool pool water, the warm night air and
mostly the muscled wall of man holding her firmly against him.

She threaded her fingers through his wet hair and pulled him
closer to deepen the kiss. The rest of the world disappeared and shrunk to the two
of them. Two bodies tightly entwined, desperately lapping and nibbling at each
other’s mouths. His hands slid around her back and under her shirt. He pulled
her tight against him. Rather than acting as a barrier, her wet t-shirt rubbed
and teased her hardened nipples against his bare chest. Evidence of his arousal
pushed through his loose, nylon gym shorts and abraded her core.

Her desire rose and whirled through her, firing pistons and
tingling body parts that had lain dormant for too long. She’d never been this
hot during a kiss, but then, this was no mere kiss. She wanted to wrap herself
around him and lick him from head to toe and back up again with one big pause
in the middle. The kiss was inevitable as sunrise and just as fiery. She
undulated her hips against his hardness. He grunted and began backing them up
toward the steps in the shallow end of the pool.



He’d heard of fireworks during kisses, but he’d always
relegated that as a myth belonging to romance novels and Disney movies. But as
Adam rubbed his tongue in Loren’s mouth and arched his raging hard-on against
her soaked panties, he believed. Bells rang and lights flashed. He kept kissing
her. Had to, really. Kissing her and getting her to the pool steps so he could
get her damn shorts off and his cock inside her was as necessary as his next
breath. More maybe. Even the back of his head pounded with need. No wait, his
head did pound.

He gave her one last voracious kiss and reluctantly pulled
his head back only to get it smashed forward again. What the hell? He
turned and saw a Nerf football and tennis ball floating in the water beside
him. Hoots of laughter and catcalls penetrated his lust-induced, hazy hearing.
Man, he must have been way wrapped up in kissing Loren to have missed Chase and
Gavin along with a few other voyeurs standing around the pool. Gavin must have
thrown the balls. He had excellent aim and was a long-range sharpshooter.

Dammit, he hadn’t meant to kiss her again. He hadn’t meant
to do a lot of things, but as his match, Loren had one heck of a hold over him
that made him lose control and do new things. Like smile. Dunking her in the
pool had been a surprise too. She made him want to play and laugh. One minute
he’d been swimming to cool off, but her trim, smooth legs and bare feet in the
water had proven too hard to resist. He’d needed to touch, so he had. He
definitely hadn’t planned on kissing her, but once she came up for air and her
ridiculous t-shirt floated up revealing her flat stomach, he’d been a goner.

He looked down at her to see her shaking herself back to
full awareness. She looked stunned that her legs were wrapped around his hips
tight as a vise. He wrapped his arms around her tightly and shielded her from
curious eyes. Her breasts in a wet t-shirt were a treat for him alone.

“Perhaps that’s their not-so-subtle way of telling us to get
a room,” she said, her voice muffled as she hid her face from view by burrowing
into his shoulder.

The audience of his friends and comrades reminded him like
nothing else that he had no business kissing Loren yet again. The men hooting
and grinning at the side of the pool were his world and he owed them a hell of
a lot better than what would come if he completed the matched breeding with
Loren. He didn’t need nine months to demonstrate that defective blood ran
through his veins. He didn’t deserve the beautiful woman huddled between his
knees and it would be far kinder to rebuff her now than a year from now or
whenever she gave birth to his child and saw for herself her mistake.

According to his mother, the DNA matching was simply a
catalyst. It didn’t mean true love, and he had no business acting as if it did.
Far better to separate from Loren now than open himself to a world of hurt when
the newness of the match faded. Sure there were examples of matched couples
still living in honeymoon bliss after years, but he could think of examples to
the contrary. Look at Loren’s father. He’d left his match. And Ryan. His wife
had betrayed him so publicly, it was a wonder she hadn’t been tarred and feathered
in the middle of the campus.

“Come on. Let’s go get you out of those wet clothes.” As
soon as the sentence left his mouth, he scowled. Dry. He meant get her into dry
clothes. Not out of her wet ones.

Loren glanced at him, a smile teased at the corner of her
lips. “I think I’ll take dry pajamas, thanks.”

He set her away from him and pushed her down onto a low step
so she’d be shielded by the dark water. He marched up the steps and hoped to
hell his hard-on wasn’t too obvious through his gym shorts. Towels were kept in
a large Rubbermaid trunk near the steps and he reached in and grabbed a stack,
immediately wrapping one tightly around his waist. He made his way back down
the steps to wrap one around Loren’s shoulders. Then he found and met Gavin’s curious
stare. “Can you take Loren back to her room?”

Loren’s hurt look had to be ignored. He focused on Gavin and
tried to reassure him with his forced serene gaze he wouldn’t be attacking him
again for touching his woman. He stood on the pool’s top step, barely feeling
the warm water lapping over his feet and watched Gavin lead Loren back to the
residences. Every instinct in him screamed to follow, but he swallowed hard and
suppressed it.

“That’s it, huh?”

He turned to look at Chase, who watched him with narrowed
eyes. “What do you mean?”

“You’re screwing with her mind,” Chase said. “I don’t like
it.”

He started to retort that it was none of Chase’s damn
business, but remembered Loren was Chase’s sister and had every right to
interfere. Family ties mattered at this military base. Blood lines and
relationships were everything, which was why he was doing one of the hardest
things he’d ever done in fighting his instinct and pushing Loren away. He
nodded in silence at Chase and offered no apologies.

Chase stepped closer and looked as though he were going to
throw an arm around his shoulder, but thought better of it and retreated a
step. “She may be my sister, but you’ve been my friend and like a brother to me
for fifteen years. I know you think you’ve got your reasons for rejecting the
match, but think hard, man. A near-perfect match is the holy grail around
here.”

“Don’t you have someplace else to be?” Adam asked. He
couldn’t go into his reasons for refusing Loren and the match, because no one
else knew the reason for his refusal, his little brother, was still alive.

“Nothing is more important to me than family. I overheard
Shep crowing about how high on the scale you two are. Are you sure you’re ready
to give that up?”

“I have to.”

“So be it,” Chase said. “Your loss, because my sister is a
prize and won’t stay single long.”

Adam walked slowly back to his apartment where he didn’t
even bother drying off before grabbing the box of his mother’s letters from the
dresser and flopped on his bed.



Dear Billy,



Adam smiled a little at the endearment. No one called his
father Billy. Except, apparently, his mother. He shifted in his wet towel and
bent his head again over the box of never-mailed letters from his mother to his
father. Mom had shoved the box in his hands when he left home to go find his
father. He hadn’t read them in a long time, but Loren’s appearance on campus
brought his parents’ doomed match to the front of his brain.



Adam punched a boy in day care today. The teacher called
and I had to leave work to pick him up early. I miss you. Not only because my
pay was docked for missing work. That’s the life of a single mom. I miss you
when Adam does such a boy thing and I can’t relate. He needs his daddy. And I
need my husband.



Diane





Chapter Six



“Commander Shepard?” Loren knocked again on the office door
first thing in the morning.

“Come in,” a gruff voice called.

She pushed her way inside the office and gave a quick social
smile to the commander hunched over a stack of documents on his desk. No hum or
buzz emitted from the dormant computer.

“What can I do for you, Loren?”

“I want to go home.”

Shep looked up in surprise. “Already? I thought you had more
grit than that. You gave it less than forty-eight hours.”

“I don’t mean permanently,” she said, fingering her borrowed
clothes. “I meant for an hour or two to pick up my clothes and some toiletries.
Maybe stop by work and grab my laptop. I hadn’t really planned on taking time
off.” She tried to inflect some annoyance in her tone that Shepard had more or
less kidnapped her when he’d thrown her in a room with Adam and introduced her
to her brother, knowing how hard it would be for her to leave.

“Well then. That would be fine. I’ll call for an escort. Did
you want to leave now, or do you have a few minutes to talk?”

“I can talk.”

“How is it going?”

“Um fine,” she said, shifting uncomfortably in her seat.
Commander Shepard didn’t seem like the coffee klatch, schmoozing kind of guy.
What was he really asking? She’d hoped to make this a quick visit with the
commander and then look for a phone she was allowed to use to call her boss and
let him know she was taking some time off.

“Did you and Adam have sexual relations last night?”

Her jaw dropped.

“Other than your tryst in the grass on the west side of
Residence Hall B?”

“Uh…” She struggled for composure, feeling the flames lick
at her cheeks. “How…? I…”

“You’re about to ask why it’s any of my business, but I’ll
remind you that Adam gave up all rights to personal privacy when he signed his
contract at age eighteen.”

“He’s thirty now. Surely he’s earned a little freedom.
Besides, I’ve signed nothing.”

The commander folded his arms across his chest and looked
smug. “You never signed anything, but your father did.”

“He did?” Her lips compressed into a tight line and she felt
hot despite the cold air-conditioning in the office. “I don’t understand. What
was my father’s connection to the Program?”

He ignored her question. “Ms. Stanton, have you ever noticed
anything different about yourself?” Shepard asked.

“Different, how?”

“About your body or your mind? In school could you run
faster than the other kids? Did you finish tests first and get perfect scores?”
He sat forward and braced his forearms on his thighs.

She thought about his question. “Well yeah, but I worked
hard.”

“Did you?” Shepard raised an eyebrow.

Fury shot through her. “Hell yes, I busted my bu—” She
stopped as she remembered that school and sports had come easy to her. Maybe
too easy. She sat still for a moment, recalling a day in third grade phys ed
class when she’d purposely limited the number of chin-ups she could do. The
other kids seemed to struggle with more than three or four, so Loren had
stopped at five, though she could have gone for a lot more. She didn’t want to
be labeled a freak. It was hard enough being the tallest girl and the one who
could even beat the sixth-grade boys in a running race.

She looked up at Shepard. “What’s wrong with me?” A modicum
of hysteria danced on her words. Oh my God, I’m the Bionic Woman.

“Nothing’s wrong with you. You’re fine. Better than fine,
actually,” Shepard added. “Loren, you are one of us. I spent last night going
through the medical archives, and I suspect your mother’s and father’s records
were tampered with. They were the genetic perfect match. Not Chase’s mother and
your father.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It means you’re one of us. What do you know about how we
manipulate genetics and DNA?”

She racked her brain and came up short. “Uhh, nothing more
than all the news articles reported. Are you sure I’m part of this? My father
was a journalist and my mom a housewife.”

Again he ignored her direct question. “In 1953 two
scientists, Watson and Crick, played around with human DNA and learned about
the double helix. You may remember the film from your eighth-grade biology
class.”

Loren shook her head but remained silent. Science had never
been her thing. Biology class had been spent reading a novel tucked into her
textbook.

“Around the same time, Watson and Crick conducted their
research, the National Institutes of Health started their own genetics program.
They wanted to see if the human body could be improved upon. Their goal was to
eradicate diseases such as cancer and heart disease. They failed in that
endeavor but stumbled upon something bigger. They discovered that when certain
DNA chains combine with other specific chains, interesting things happened, and
the offspring of particular combinations produced amazing children. The
Department of Defense recognized the potential in that right away and enlisted
volunteers.”

“Wait a second.” Loren held up her hand and shook her head.
“What do you mean volunteers? To do what? Conduct tests on babies?” Her mind
whirled at the information she’d heard. “Are you telling me that the United
States government found women willing to sleep with strangers and then give any
resulting babies up to the military? Did I get that correct?” The articles
mentioned nothing about that. People would’ve gone ballistic.

Commander Shepard laughed. It was not comforting. “Well, my
predecessors certainly wanted to go that route, but I can tell by your
expression, it would have met with resistance.”

She snorted. “You think?”

“They were clever. As you probably know, the DOD and NIH
formed a new branch of the military and called it The Program for DNA
Manipulation and Eradication of Disease. They recruited military men to
join a new, top-secret agency. Remember it was the height of the Cold War, and
soldiers were more than willing to play their part against the Russians. They
believed they would be training with new, dangerous biological weapons. Only
single men were brought on board as it was reputed to be a dangerous job.
Several single female secretaries were hired to help with office work. Everyone
lived in barracks on a gated property.”

“Let me guess,” she interrupted. “The secretaries were
young, beautiful and not too bright.” Disgusting, but not totally unexpected
the US government participated in such degenerate behavior. She’d seen the
movie The Right Stuff.

“Right on two out of three counts,” he said. “The women were
young, attractive and highly intelligent. Hiring for the positions took
months and was quite rigorous, akin to the original astronaut recruiting. Ms.
Stanton, what do you think happens when you lock active, single military men on
a secured campus with beautiful, intelligent women?”

She gaped at the commander, trying and failing not to blush.

“Within three months, we had our first wedding. Within ten
months, our first baby was born,” Shepard said with pride. “I was that baby.”

She sat in silence. All at once she had nothing to say and
everything to say. Government breeding programs was the stuff of science
fiction and middle-of-the-night B movies, not her life. She swallowed once but
failed to make progress past the giant, dry lump in her throat. Shepard watched
her expectantly and waited for her to speak.

“You said I’m one of you too. Which means, I’m a genetically
modified human? How is that possible? How could I live my whole life and not
know this? Or, wait, is it like that television show, where my abilities won’t
manifest ’til adrenaline hits hard?” She flung her hands in front of her chest,
looking for lightning sparks or ice sabers or something to emit. If ever
she’d had more adrenaline rushing through her, she couldn’t recall. But nothing
happened.

Shepard watched with amusement and consternation dancing on
his expression. “Loren, you’re not Harry Potter.”

She turned to him and even she could hear the wildness in
her voice. “Well, who then? Are you Superman? Can you fly? Move things with
your mind? What?”

Shepard intervened. “Loren, we are not magical. We are
simply enhanced.”

She must have still had a look of bewilderment on her face.

“We can run faster for longer periods of time, have stronger
bone density, and utilize more of our brain power than the average person. The
DNA plays out differently in everyone too. Each of us has different strengths.
Is there anything special about you? Any abilities that your friends didn’t
have?”

She bit the inside of her cheek. “I have a near photographic
and eidetic memory.”

“There you go. That’s your gift. I also think that’s enough
for now. Why don’t you go wait in the hallway and I’ll find someone to drive
you to your apartment.”

“But wait,” she protested. “You didn’t tell me about my dad.
Was he superhuman too? Does my mom know?”

Commander Shepard came around from his side of the desk.
“Your father was one of us, Loren, and he was my best friend. I miss him every
day. Once he married your mom and left the compound, we lost the details of his
personal life. He continued to work for us, but our claim was only on his work
time. We don’t even know where you grew up.”

She opened her mouth to ask another question, but Shepard
took her elbow in a definitive grip and escorted her outside. “Wait here.
Someone will be along shortly. I’ve got a boatload of paperwork to deal with
regarding the kidnapping.”

* * * * *

Loren smiled as she anticipated seeing her apartment again.
She rode the small elevator up, trying and failing not to breathe in the
masculine scent from her companion who stood in the corner, arms crossed over
his wide chest, scowling at her.

“You didn’t have to come with me,” she told Adam.

His frown intensified. “No one else would volunteer.”

“I’m sure everyone had better things to do on a workday than
take an hour drive to Virginia to watch me pack.”

“Yes, but that’s not why they didn’t volunteer.”

She waited for more information, but it wasn’t forthcoming.
The elevator doors slid open, and he held the door for her. His lips brushed by
her ear as she passed.

“They didn’t want to piss me off,” he said, causing shivers
to run down her spine from his nearness. They walked down the narrow carpeted
hall in silence. She wasn’t sure what to make of his statement. How could his
colleagues giving her a ride piss him off? Unless… He couldn’t possibly be
jealous. He kept claiming to want nothing to do with her, but he obviously
wanted her enough that his friends refused to get in the way.

She started to retort that he couldn’t have his cake and eat
it too, but the words died on her lips when she saw the door to her apartment
was wide open for anyone to waltz in. She dashed ahead and had barely made it
to the doorway when Adam’s strong arm yanked her back.

“Do you normally leave your door wide open?”

She struggled to peer around his biceps. “Of course not.”

He gently moved her to the side. “Stay here. I’m going in.”

Her eyes widened as he pulled out a gun she hadn’t been
aware of him having. She waited approximately seven heart-pounding seconds
before Adam shouted for her. “Loren, get in here!”

She ran around the doorway and entered her apartment to the
unexpected sight of three police officers, her building manager, and Derrick
from work. Adam had his hands above his head and one officer had a gun trained
on him. Adam’s gun was on the floor at his feet.

“What is going on in here?” She’d barely got her words out
when her face was crushed against Derrick’s chest.

“Loren! You’re safe. I was worried.”

She struggled to catch a breath against the overly scented
fabric-softener smell of Derrick’s shirt.

“Tell him to release you, Loren,” Adam said in a strained
voice.

“Huh?” She managed to turn her head enough to see Adam
glaring at Derrick. His hands were now in fists at his sides.

“Let her go,” Adam said to Derrick.

She immediately caught on how delicate the situation was.
Yesterday Adam had pushed Gavin off her and today he’d do the same to Derrick,
only the police would be witnesses this time. She slid both her palms up
Derrick’s torso and pushed at the same time as stepping back. When she was free
and in clear view of all the men in the room, she said, “Anyone care to explain
what the heck is going on?”

“I thought you were missing,” Derrick said.

She faced him. “Why would you think that?”

“Because you didn’t come home last night or call me with any
news. And when I called the car rental company, they said the car hadn’t been
returned yet.”

She released a breath. It had never occurred to her that
she’d be reported as missing after a day and a half away. Her mother might miss
her after three days, but she supposed she could see how Derrick might have
worried. The missing rental car would have made her worry also.

“Well as you can see, I’m perfectly all right.” She turned
to the police. “Officers, I’m sorry your time’s been wasted.”

The officer with his gun trained on Adam lowered it and
turned to her. “Next time check in with your friends.” Then he turned to Adam.
“We’re gonna need to see your concealed weapons permit.”

“But he’s an officer of the law too,” she protested.

Adam glanced at her. “Actually, I’m not.”

“Huh?”

“But I do have a license to carry. I’m going to reach for my
wallet slowly,” he said to the officers. They eyed him as he smoothly pulled
his brown leather billfold from a back pocket and produced a laminated card,
held out for their inspection. One officer took it and examined it. Then he
made a call and read the numbers off through the receiver. After a few moments
he nodded and hung up.

“This is all perfectly in order, Mr. White. We’ll be going
now.” The three uniformed men made their way to the doorway before one turned
back to Derrick. “Do your research better before calling about your girlfriend.”
All three chuckled and left, obviously thinking Derrick was a poor sap who’d
been cuckolded.

“Thank you for letting them in, Mr. Chin,” Loren said to her
building manager who’d been hovering, watching the whole scene with wide eyes.
“You can probably get back to work now.” She waited until the man left and
she’d shut the door behind him before turning to Adam. “Mr. White? Why did the
police call you that?”

He shrugged then swooped down to retrieve his gun from the
beige carpet. “Up until a week ago, the Program didn’t officially exist. I
couldn’t exactly carry a badge and photo ID. Shep makes sure we all have an
identity card with a license for various concealed weapons.”

“I bet you have passports for a zillion different countries
too.”

He grinned, but it changed to a scowl when he noticed
Derrick staring up at him in fascination. “You can leave too. You’re no longer
needed. Thanks for worrying about Loren.” He used his greater height and bulk
to herd Derrick to the door, but not for nothing was Derrick a Pulitzer
Prize-winning journalist.

“You’re the guy from the video and from Christenson’s party.
You danced with Loren.”

Any emotion on Adam’s face shuttered closed.

“Derrick, don’t go there,” Loren said.

“Lorie, can I talk to you for a second? Alone?” He didn’t
look at Adam.

“No,” Adam said. “You can’t be alone with her.”

“Excuse me?”

She rolled her eyes at Adam’s high-handedness and Derrick’s
affronted expression. He looked like a spoiled toddler told no for the first
time.

Derrick removed his hand from Loren’s shoulder and turned to
face Adam. “Listen, buddy. I don’t know who you think you are, but Loren is
more than a friend to me, if you catch my drift. I don’t appreciate you coming
onto my territory and getting all up in my business.”

Her jaw dropped. Up in his business? More than a friend?
Was Derrick hallucinating? She needed to take control of the situation, fast.
“Adam, I do need a minute with Derrick.”

He frowned at her, forbidding her to go off alone. “Anything
you want to say needs to be said in front of me.”

The aggression rolling off Adam was palpable, dangerous. She
shook her head at him and turned to Derrick.

“You’ve been shacked up with him for coming up on
forty-eight hours, and you haven’t got diddly on the kidnapping, have you?”
Derrick frowned at her.

She winced and shook her head. “But there’s stuff you don’t
understand.”

His scowl deepened and he glared at Adam. “I understand. I
understand that you threw professional responsibility to the curb after one
glance from this guy.” He shook his head and started for the door of the
apartment, but stopped in the entry to look at her again. “I’m heading back to
the office. You coming?”

“I can’t. I’ll call Steve and explain. I’m going to need to
take a leave of absence.”

“I don’t get you, Loren.” Derrick shoved his hands in his
pockets. “You’ve been dogging me for months, begging to help and claiming you
want a byline, but the moment the opportunity comes your way, you bail.”

“That’s not fair,” she said, hating that his words held more
truth than she cared to hear. “And I’m working on the kidnapping story. Adam
and his team are investigating, and they’ve agreed to let me assist.” If Adam
was surprised by her declaration, he didn’t reveal it. “Once I have something
concrete, I’ll get it to you.”

Derrick shrugged. “Fine. Whatever. See you around, Loren.”

Loren stared at the empty doorway for a long minute before
turning to Adam.

“You’re going to assist in our investigation, huh?” He
straightened from the wall he’d been holding up with his shoulder and stepped
toward her.

She nodded. “You better believe it. Don’t even think of
trying to stop me.”

“I wouldn’t dare. Now go pack. We have a meeting after lunch
about the kidnapping.”



Loren walked into the bedroom and returned a few minutes
later holding a medium duffel and handful of bras. His heart rate, which had
skyrocketed at the sight of Loren in that dipshit, Derrick’s arms, went back to
pounding.

His tongue nearly fell out of his mouth at the glimpse of
cream silk and lace, and he allowed a brief visual of how she’d fill out the
skimpy material. Then he glanced around the apartment and got his head back
where it belonged and out of Loren’s lingerie drawer. She shoved a few more
shirts and pants into the bag. Adam strolled to a bookshelf and examined the
various photos in frames she had displayed.

There was one of Loren in a navy cap and gown. He guessed it
was college from the golden ribbon hanging around her neck. That usually meant
something cum laude, right? He wasn’t sure, having never gone to
college. Some kids who grew up in the Program left for college. Sometimes they
returned, sometimes not. But most stayed and signed up to fight at eighteen.
The advanced nature of their genetics combined with the small class size on
campus ensured they had a college-level education by sixteen, anyway. He hadn’t
considered leaving to attend college, though it would’ve been interesting to
live elsewhere for a few years after high school. With a mother and brother to
support, he hadn’t had the same freedom as the rest of his cohort. But no sense
in getting maudlin about what you couldn’t change. That was life.

He leaned down and smiled at a picture of Loren surrounded
by a group of girls, huddled arm in arm. It looked to be from high school. He
scanned the other photos, pleased not to see a single image of Loren alone with
another man. Stupid of him, when he wasn’t planning on taking their connection
anywhere permanent, but he couldn’t fight nature. It didn’t stop the wanting.

“That’s my mom.” Loren walked next to him, close enough that
he could inhale the shampoo she’d used that morning. It was the same shampoo he
used every morning since it was Program standard issue. It smelled better on
her.

He squinted to get a better look at the five-by-seven image
of a woman standing with her hands on a beaming young girl’s shoulders. A tall,
blond man rounded out the happy family portrait. Loren looked to be seven or
eight in the photo. He guessed more based on the color and quality of the photo
than any knowledge of what a seven-year-old girl looked like. “You look like
her.”

Loren nodded. “I resemble her way more than I do my father.
I don’t really resemble him at all.”

“Except in your enhanced abilities.”

She flushed. “Yeah, except that. And I only just learned
about that. My father died when I was ten and my memories of him are getting
hazier.” She picked up the photo and held it closer. “Sure, I remember most of
our conversations, thanks to my excellent memory, but I don’t remember how his
hugs felt or the sound of his laugh.”

He rubbed a hand on her lower back. “There are a lot of
people on campus who were close to your dad. Shep, Keel. They could share stories
with you if you wanted.”

“You didn’t say Chase. He could probably tell me stuff about
our father I don’t know.”

He pulled his hand away and turned to look at her mediocre
view out the window. “I wouldn’t ask Chase. They had a falling-out and weren’t
close at the time of your father’s death.”

She frowned but didn’t comment on her brother. “I’m going to
bring this.” She grabbed a t-shirt from her duffel and wrapped it carefully
around the wood-and-glass framed family portrait.

“Are you packed?”

She cocked her head. “I’m packed. Adam, how did my dad die?”

He barely suppressed a low groan. “Can we talk about this
back on campus?”

She sat on the arm of the couch. He wanted to yank her up to
speed their exit along.

“No, I want to talk about it now. I’m guessing your
reluctance to talk about it means he didn’t die in a roadside bomb like we were
told.”

Adam sighed and stifled his urge to throw her over his
shoulder and dash out the door. “Are you sure you want to know? Sometimes the
past is best left there.”

He sank to the couch when she nodded. “I’m not one hundred
percent sure of the details. Remember, I was only thirteen and not living on
campus yet. But, I heard he was shot and killed, not hit by a roadside bomb.
This information is classified, I trust you won’t tell.”

She sank off the arm of the couch and onto the cushion next
to him. Tears ran down her cheeks as she agreed, promising not to divulge
classified information. Immediately, his body woke up and starting buzzing at
her nearness. He’d managed to suppress his arousal to a dull hum for the last
few hours, but the minute she got in close enough range to scent her, his
nerves went haywire again. The timing sucked. She was mourning her father all
over again and all he wanted to do was push her back, spread her legs and dive
in. He was no better than an animal.

He retreated as far as the sofa arm would let him when her
arms wrapped around his waist. “What are you doing?”

“I’m sad. This is what people do when they need comfort.”
Her voice was muffled from speaking into the cotton of his shirt.

“Loren, I want to comfort you. I do, but when you get this
close, I can’t really control my reaction.”

“Huh?” She lifted her face to his. Tears made the whites of
her eyes shiny and her nose was a little pink at the tip.

“You’re too close,” he repeated. “And I want you again.”

She pushed away slightly and glanced down at his lap, which
now sported an impressive erection. He tried not to notice the hard beads of
her nipples, but their genetic compatibility made it impossible to miss. He was
attuned to her body almost as closely as his own.

“Oh.” She stared at his lap a moment longer and his cock
twitched under her gaze. His head fell back against the couch.

“Shit. Don’t mind me. I can handle it.” He started to rise
off the couch, but his eyes widened when Loren pressed her body to his, pushing
his back to the couch cushion.

“Just hold me,” she whispered.

He remained silent since he was incapable of speech as her
soft hands reached up to tangle in his hair. Her cheek rested on his shoulder
and her lips pressed into the side of his neck. His arms wrapped tightly around
her and his palms cupped her bottom, holding her tightly against him. A
reverent silence blanketed the room as their breathing slowed and their
heartbeats found a simultaneous rhythm. He wanted her. He wanted to be in
her, but for now holding her and offering her comfort was more than enough.

It was as if her body had been created to fit against his,
and given the science of the situation, maybe it had been. It certainly felt
that way.

* * * * *

Back on campus two hours later, she and Adam bypassed her
earlier temporary housing and headed farther down the gravel path toward a
cluster of single-story houses. Tricycles and other colorful plastic toys
dotted the small porches, so she guessed families with young children lived
here.

Adam hopped onto the porch of a house at the end of the row
and turned the doorknob. She followed him in and blinked as he flicked on a
harsh overhead fluorescent light bulb. Dingy beige paint covered the walls,
dotted by holes and lighter square patches where pictures once hung. Mahogany
parquet tiles graced the floor with a few darkened water stains. A kitchen
stood facing what Loren guessed was a living room and dining room. It was clear
no one had lived here for a while, but once upon a time, someone had. Someone
had cared enough to hang paintings and turn this military compound into a home.

She explored further. The door on her right revealed a
bedroom. The next door off the living room was a tiny bathroom with stall
shower.

“You’ll live here while on campus. I’ll go find some clean
sheets for the bed.” He turned and entered the first bedroom.

She watched the empty doorway for a moment then went to the
couch and sank down. It had been a roller coaster of a week, starting with the
Christenson kidnapping and now here she was in the middle of a strange military
base with a man her body wanted beyond all reason.

The man in question appeared in the doorway looking somber.
“Bed’s made.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m heading up to the main office for a strategy meeting.
You coming?”

She stood, thrilled to have been asked without having to beg
to participate. “Just like that? You’re letting me in the secret circle.”

“You were at the party. Maybe you saw something I missed.
I’m not so hardheaded as to ignore an opportunity.”

She followed him out the door and into the sunshine. “That’s
right. You’re Mr. Strategy.”

“When it comes to some things.” He shrugged.

She guessed he referred to military-type things. Because he
was missing any strategy gene when it came to relationships with the opposite
sex. He had her cold then hot, and back again.

“So, um, we haven’t really talked about us since last
night.”

He looked over at her and raised a brow. “I’m doing my best
not to touch you. I’m not the man you need in your life.” His face was set,
determined.

An unexpected rush of anger filled her. “I never said you
were.”

“Fine, I’m not. Feel better?”

“Feel better?” She rose onto her tiptoes and leaned toward
him. “Hell no, that doesn’t make me feel better. You’re driving me crazy,
Adam.”

He opened his mouth, but she cut him off at the pass. “I’m
getting whiplash from trying to figure out where this is going. Your boss wants
us to be a done deal and make babies. You obviously don’t want to, and that’s
fine. I’m not exactly ready for parenthood either. Why can’t this just be about
sex? Why are you focused on the end game?”

He groaned when she demanded it just be about sex. “Loren.
Shut up and listen to me.” Adam stopped on the grassy hill and turned to face
her.

He acted angrier than Loren had ever seen him. Granted,
she’d only known him going on forty-eight hours now, but she could tell he was
upset. Well, bully for him, she was angry too. She stared, waiting for his
response.

“It can’t be just about the sex. If that’s all it was, I’d
take you back to that house to the bed and not let you go until I was done with
you, but that’s the problem. We’re never going to be done with each other.”

She swallowed.

“Our scientists have proven over and over again there’s more
to the genetic matching than simple chemistry. The longer we’re together, the
harder it will be to separate. We have to do it now before it gets too
difficult. If things were different, I wouldn’t fight it. But I have to, Loren.
I have to.”

He sounded…broken. She didn’t know what to say.

“Don’t ask why. Please.”

The emotion in his voice got to her. If he didn’t want her
to ask, she wouldn’t. At least not now, but she would find out. Eventually.
“Okay. I won’t ask, but I’m a pretty good listener and I will keep your
confidence. Always.”

He nodded and looked her hard in the eye, as if trying to
decide whether to share or not. Finally he shook his head and turned to walk
back up the hill. “Let’s go find Christenson’s kid.”





Chapter Seven



“Did you know Christenson and his wife went through several
IVF treatments to have the baby?” She looked up from the screen to survey Adam
huddled with Gavin, Chase and others. They were discussing what little
information they had from the police, while she had volunteered to research
everything about the couple. Perhaps they had an enemy with a motive.

Adam shrugged. “Do you think that’s important?”

She turned back to the screen. “No, but I find it
interesting they went all the way to London for a fertility clinic. Doesn’t the
DC metro area have perfectly adequate medical care?”

“It’s more interesting to us why someone took the kid at the
party. Why not at the house?” he asked, then turned away at Gavin’s shout.

“We got Christenson on the line.”

The men slid their chairs back so only Commander Shepard was
viewable by Christenson on the video chat. Loren crept closer to see but not
enough to be seen. The poor ambassador looked as if he’d aged twenty years in
the days since his son’s disappearance. Her heart ached for him.

“Commander Shepard, why are you bothering my family? Haven’t
you done enough?”

“Christenson, we’ve apologized already. Now let us help.”

“The FBI and a private investigator are joining the search.
Why should I trust your team when they let him get taken in the first place? I
should’ve known better than to hire killers as protection.”

Adam visibly winced and the muscle in Shepard’s jaw
tightened. He didn’t apologize again, though. “Christenson, the more people
looking, the faster your son will be found.”

At length, Christenson nodded. “Very well. I will have the
FBI send any information on leads your way.” The screen went gray.

Loren went back to her research, deciding to look into the
background of Christenson’s household employees. Surely the police had already
done so, but a fresh pair of eyes could help. But as she went to type a
different website into the search bar, something caught her attention toward
the bottom of the search results about the fertility clinic. She scrolled down
and clicked on the link to the article about another kidnapped child. This one
from Germany.

She read through the article quickly. “Adam,” she called and
waited for him to come closer. “Check this out.” She gestured to the screen and
reread the account of another missing baby, also taken just after his first
birthday. Adam read over her shoulder. “Guess what the connection is?” she
asked.

“The clinic?”

She nodded. “Both families went through in vitro
fertilization at the same place.”

“Gavin,” Adam said, “run a search for every kidnapping in
Europe for the last year.”

“On it.” Gavin turned to his computer.

Loren went to the website for the clinic located outside of
London and read the history of the clinic, client testimonials and marketing
claims. “Whoa. Fancy schmancy.”

“What is?” Adam leaned over her shoulder to read and
released a low whistle when he saw the average cost of using First Choice
Fertility. “You gotta be loaded or want a kid really, really badly to spend
that kind of dough.”

“Supposedly they have the highest successful birth rate of
any clinic in the world. Couples have to like those odds and, hmmm,” she
leaned in to read the rest, “they offer ‘genetic choice’.”

“What do they mean by that?” Adam asked.

“It means they let parents pick gender and eye color among
other things.”

“For real?” Adam leaned closer. “Does it work?”

She looked up at him and rolled her eyes. “Helloo? You
are a genetically enhanced human. Of course it works.”

He frowned. “The babies are perfect? Everything the parents
order?”

She shrugged. “I guess.” There was something odd in his
tone. She couldn’t figure it out and didn’t get a chance to ask him before
Gavin called to them.

“I ran the search, and guess what?”

“What?” Adam asked.

“Your girl’s a genius.”

Loren felt a blush heat her cheeks.

“I searched for all European kidnappings in the last
eighteen months and then cross-referenced children conceived at First Choice
Fertility.”

“And?” Loren leaned her elbows onto her thighs. They were
onto something. The tingling at the back of her neck told her.

“Christenson’s kid makes it the fourth abduction from the
clinic. You found the connection, Loren,” Gavin said. “All the previous
kidnappings took place in different countries, so none of the local authorities
made a connection or worked together.” At his words all other conversations in
the room stopped and then started up again as everyone gathered around the
large conference table in the center of the room. Shep started barking out
orders.

“Chase, you’re getting on a flight first thing tomorrow to
go to First Choice. Gavin, arrange transportation. Loren…” The room fell silent
and her stomach somersaulted as all eyes latched onto her. “Can you call the
parents of the other missing children, as well as the other families who used
the clinic if we get you a list?”

She nodded, stunned to be included.

“I know you’re a civilian, but this needs a woman’s touch.
Pretend you’re a mother interested in using the clinic. Can you do that?” Shep
asked, though it sounded more like an order.

She nodded again.

“Adam will be on the phone with you, playing the role of
doting dad-to-be.” Shep kept talking over Adam’s objection. His aversion to
parenthood was so strong, he couldn’t even pretend to co-parent with
her.

“Adam, relax,” she whispered.

He didn’t look at her and maintained a scowl for the rest of
Commander Shepard’s instructions. My goodness, the man had issues when it came
to babies and children. It was a good thing she had no immediate plans of
utilizing the genetic and strong sexual connection between them to start a
family with him. He obviously had to work through some things.

“Any questions?” Shep asked from one end of the room. The
only response was the beep of Adam’s phone. Shep frowned as Adam left the room
to answer it, but then gave a last order, “Get to it!”

* * * * *

Dear Billy,



Adam crawled into bed again with me last night. He used
to have nightmares regularly. They’ve slowed, but at least once a month he
comes screaming into my bed asking when his Da Da is coming home. I don’t have
the heart to tell him never.



Diane



“What?” Adam barked into his phone after checking his caller
ID and excusing himself from the room. “Rowan, whatever it is, I don’t have
time for it.”

“You never got time,” his wayward brother said. “You need to
quit that desk job of yours and come hang with your boys back home. You shoulda
been here last night. Man, oh man. The blunts was rolling and the ladies was
flowing, if you get me.”

He squeezed the phone hard. Don’t hang up. He’s your
brother. You love him. “Why are you calling, Rowan? What do you need?”

“Ouch, that hurts. Can’t your baby bro call to chat? I worry
about you. I ain’t heard from you in a few weeks. I worried that tie you wear
to work got wrapped around your thick neck and strangled you.”

“What do you need?” Adam asked again.

“Weeelll, now you mention it. Got in a little sticky
situation last night.”

Shit. If Rowan thought it was a little sticky, reality
dictated it would be a full-on glass of honey with a little Super Glue chaser.
Christ, you’d think a twenty-seven-year-old male would’ve learned by now. But
no, his brother continued to act half his age.

“What happened?” Adam asked, mentally bracing himself. The
timing sucked. Of all the days Rowan called needing a hand, this was a bad one.
He needed to be hunting for Christenson’s kid, not ditching work to head to
Shaw, a tough neighborhood in DC.

“Things at the party last night got a little heated. Words
were said, guns were drawn.”

“Tell me no one got killed,” he demanded. Crap. If it
weren’t for memories and promises to his mother, he’d abandon Rowan to sort out
his own shit, but those memories always dragged him back in as a savior. Take
care of your baby brother. He needs you. He released a sigh at Rowan’s next
words.

“No one got killed, man. We’re not sixteen-year-old gangstas
anymore. Didn’t you hear, we got gentrified? Even got our own Whole Foods now.”

“Get to the point, Ro,” Adam said.

“One of the ladies at the party was new to the city. She
freaked out and actually called the cops.”

He heard the disbelief in Rowan’s tone. Where they grew up,
police were the enemy. You did not call them for protection. Ever. He didn’t
even bother asking Rowan why they were packing heat if they weren’t a gang
anymore. Only an idiot didn’t carry if everyone else was.

“Rowan, is this your one phone call? Are you calling me from
jail?” Adam didn’t know what he’d do. He’d already pulled strings once to bust
him out.

“No, I’m not in jail, Adam.” His brother’s hurt seeped
through the phone. “I got taken in for questioning, because it was my house,
but they let me go. Chris got arrested though. I’m going to have to testify in
court, and I wanted your advice. You know, you’re the big shot lawyer and all
that.”

His stomach clenched in his knowledge that all lies come
back to bite you in the balls. Rowan was in the dark about many things. Mom,
Dad, Adam’s occupation, his own birth. One of these days Adam was going to have
to come clean. That day was arriving. Might, in fact, already be here.

“Rowan, you probably won’t need a lawyer. When is Chris’
trial?” He bit out the words, while every second away from work was gnawing at
his gut. He needed to be strategizing. Not helping his brother out of yet
another scrape.

“Don’t know. They said they’d contact me. A few months
maybe,” Rowan answered.

Relief swamped Adam. He had time before he had to confess
and introduce Rowan to a dad he never knew existed and his dad to a son he
thought was dead. “Rowan, stay home. I will come by in a few days. A week at
the most,” he reassured his baby brother.

Rowan sighed, probably sure he was being blown off, but
finally said goodbye.

Adam took a calming breath before heading back in to play
daddy with Loren. He tried not to think about her hurt and confusion every time
he rejected her. If things were different, he’d sign up for the breeding
program with a permanent marker. Loren only made the temptation even stronger.
He pictured her warm smile and how she’d looked sputtering up from the pool
last night with water streaming from her curls. He’d laughed more with her in
the past forty-eight hours than he had in the last year. Hell, he wanted her
more than he’d ever wanted another woman. Period. Too bad he couldn’t keep her.



Three days later



The shouts of teenagers running and kicking a soccer ball
penetrated the thin glass windows of her temporary home. Shouts of laughter and
good-natured taunts followed even louder. After a few days on the compound
Loren recognized some of the voices and smiled. She lay on her bed, researching
some facts about the fertility clinic, hoping Chase would return from London
soon and add more information. Every hour Christenson’s son was missing was
another hour of heartbreak for the family.

One mouse click switched her screen over from the internet
to word processer where she had a few rough notes and records of conversations
with other parents of missing children along with the beginnings of an article
about the kidnapping and the fertility clinic. She hadn’t mentioned the latter
project to Shep and Adam. She knew they’d put the kibosh on it.

Every moment Adam left her alone she snatched the
opportunity to plug away at her article. Guilt gnawed at her, but she wasn’t
ready to give up her career goal of earning a lead byline in the paper. She was
a journalist first and foremost. It was their problem for trusting her not to
report on her groundbreaking findings. A few more keystrokes and she hit save.

Loren slid the laptop back into her bag and stretched out on
the bed. It was starting to feel like home in a strange summer-camp kind of
way. That is, if she were the only female in an all-male camp. Oh there were
other women, but they were the married spouses and tended not to hang around
the bachelor soldiers much. She’d seen them in passing, but they ate in their
own homes and not in the cafeteria where she’d been taking her meals.

Speaking of which, her stomach growled. She hoped Adam got
back soon. He’d left her half an hour ago, promising to be back in ten minutes.
Something about a mission gone wrong. She hoped everything was okay.

She’d enjoyed working with Adam. He’d proven to be an
excellent work partner. As long as she ignored her need to jump her colleague’s
bones every minute of the day. But so far, nothing had happened. They’d both
managed to keep their hands to themselves and restricted themselves to heated
glances and tiny sighs of frustration.

Her stomach growled again, and she got off the bed in her
temporary room. Something had to be wrong, since she’d learned Adam was
punctual to a fault. She’d have to go for food herself. She needed some chow.
Now. She opened the door and headed down the porch steps to exit the building
for the dining hall. She walked along the gravel paths, enjoying the surprising
summer breeze that had swept in last night. It carried a subtle hint of fall in
the air, her favorite season.

Halfway to the dining room, a hand landed on her shoulder,
nearly giving her a heart attack. She whirled around to see who it was,
surprised she hadn’t heard any footsteps crunching on the gravel path. A middle-aged,
portly man stood off the path on the grass, which explained his stealthy
approach. He was a friend of Adam’s dad. What was his name? Keen? Keel?
That sounded right.

“Ms. Stanton.” He gave her a genial smile.

“Captain Keel, right?”

“Just Keel, or Jonathan. We don’t go by formal military rank
around here.” Something in his tone said he was disgusted by that lack of
adherence to military structure.

She took a step back, forcing Keel’s arm to drop off her
shoulder. For whatever reason, his touch made her uncomfortable.

“What can I do for you?” she asked and took a step toward
the dining hall, hoping he’d take the hint. Or her rumbling stomach would do it
for her.

“I thought I could escort you to lunch,” Keel said with a
smile. “Adam’s caught in a meeting, so I thought I’d see if you want some
company.”

“All right. Maybe I can ask you some questions about my
father. You knew him, right?”

He didn’t meet her eyes. “Yes. I knew him.”

They entered the three-story red-brick building and Loren
grabbed a tray, loading it with a tuna sandwich and an iced tea. She followed
Keel to a two-person table far away from the fracas and camaraderie of the
larger rounds in the center of the room and smiled as some of the guys waved
and shouted greetings. Apparently, she was somewhat of an anomaly around here
with her willingness to eat with the boys and participate in their missions.

After living an only child’s quiet life, she loved
participating in the boisterous activities of Adam’s comrades. She’d always
imagined a fraternity or large family would be like this. Her four college
years had been spent questing after two majors and multiple internships and
never partying like a rock star or joining a sorority. An opportunity to hang
out and be one of the guys had fallen in her lap and she wasn’t squandering it
this time.

Today, she sat with her back facing the rest of the room and
concentrated on her tuna sandwich. “Tell me about my dad.”

“You were his daughter.” Keel shrugged. “What could I tell
you that you don’t already know?”

“After the past few days, I worry that I never really knew
my father at all,” she said. “I’d love to hear anything you remember about him.
When did you meet him? Why did he leave here?” Excitement built in her as she
realized Keel was an untapped source of information and memories of her dad.

“Your dad was in the first cohort of trainees I worked with.
I was recruited straight out of the CIA to work with the teenage soldiers.”

“So, you’re not one of them…us?” Something unidentifiable
flashed in his eyes. Rage? “Sorry to interrupt.” She hoped he wouldn’t think
she apologized for him being only human. He seemed defensive about it. “Please
go on.”

“As I was saying, I was brought in to teach the teenagers
tactics and military history.”

“I’m surprised they brought an outsider in. They seem to
have some trust issues.”

Keel blinked at her. “Well there was a shortage of trained
military professionals with my knowledge. They took a chance, knowing they’d
kill me if I ever spilled secrets.” He shrugged, obviously unimpressed with the
threat on his life. It had been decades ago, so she supposed the immediacy of
the scare tactic had lessened.

“Can you tell me about my father? Were you close with him?”

He smiled, but he didn’t answer her question and instead
threw out some of his own. “Your father never mentioned his work? Or his first
wife? Did your parents ever tell you how they met?”

His questions were starting to feel more like an
inquisition. Loren tried to push the conversation back to her father while her
mind spun with his rapid questions. “My parents always told me a friend
introduced them. They must have felt a very strong connection for my dad to
leave a wife and son behind. He was always gung-ho about families sticking
together. It still blows my mind that he had a whole other family I knew
nothing about.”

He nodded. “It was tragic when Chase’s mother killed herself.
Though I saw it coming and tried to warn people. She was depressed once your
father ran away.”

“Wait, Chase’s mother committed suicide after my father ran
away to be with my mother?” She started to lose her appetite and pushed her
plate away.

“Well, not ran away, as much as abandoned his
responsibilities. He had a wife and a kid here. I was shocked when Commander
Silver, the commander before Shepard, allowed him to continue running missions
from off campus.”

She didn’t want to hear about protocol and such, now that
she knew her dad had abandoned a family to start a new one and it had caused
such a catastrophic impact on Chase’s family. It was a wonder Chase didn’t hate
her. For the first time, her family history seemed tragic and sordid and unlike
the idyllic childhood she’d always thought she had. Lost in thought, she nearly
missed Keel’s next words.

“I’ve always felt a bit responsible, since I was the one who
introduced your parents to each other. And then when Marie killed herself,
well, it was terrible around here.”

“You were the one who introduced my parents?”

He tipped his head slightly, but didn’t look happy about it.

“Poor Chase,” she said. “His happy childhood ended in a
moment and precipitated the beginning of my happy childhood.”

“Don’t feel too badly,” Keel said, “your father and Chase
remained very close. He was forever coming back on campus to toss a football
with Chase or help with homework. At least until Marie killed herself. Then
Chase blamed your father and I never saw them spend much time together after
that.”

A distant memory tinkled a bell in her brain. She’d been ten
when the phone rang one night during dinner. Her father answered and listened
for a few minutes then had collapsed at the dining table and placed his head in
his hands. When he’d come up for air, tears streamed down his face. She
remembered horror filling her. It was the only time she’d ever seen her heroic
father cry. What terrible news could make him do such a thing?

She looked at Keel’s face and quickly calculated. The timing
was right. Could the phone call have been from Chase or someone on campus
telling him of his first wife’s suicide?

Her mom and dad had disappeared into their bedroom for a few
hours, and her father emerged with a suitcase packed, ready to leave on one of
his many trips for an indeterminate amount of time. Strangely, he’d arrived
home late that same night. She remembered being awoken when the front door
slammed and her father’s footsteps tread up the carpeted steps. She’d closed
her eyes and feigned sleep as her dad had come into her room and kissed her
forehead.

She poked at her sandwich and took a sip of her iced tea,
not really tasting anything. Her mom must know about Chase. How could her
father have hidden a son for all those years? And if she didn’t, was it her
responsibility to tell her mom now? Would it spoil her mom’s memories of a
happy marriage?

Keel seemed to know where her thoughts lay. “Your mom never
mentions me?” he asked.

“Um, no. This whole place and Chase were a complete shocker
to me. I mean, I read the news stories when they broke a few weeks ago, but
never had any idea I was connected.”

His fork paused midair en route to his mouth, and he leveled
a penetrating gaze at her as if searching her mind for something. Then he
smiled. “Would you like to see pictures of your dad? I think I have some from
the early years. They’re in my apartment.”

Eagerness rose up like a flower reaching for the sun. “Yes,
definitely. Can we go right now?” Together they rose to clear their trays then
headed out of the dining room. They emerged out of the building and blinked
against the bright summer sun. Keel placed a sweaty, pudgy palm on her forearm
to steer her toward one of the single-family homes down the path from the
bachelor pad, as the single-male dormitory was called.

Teenage boys halted their soccer game to pay their respects
to Keel.

“You’re a popular man on campus,” Loren observed, though she
also noticed there was none of the banter and invitations to play that Adam
garnered.

He gave her a prideful smile. “I’ve taught the teenagers for
more than twenty years. I could’ve accepted promotions at any time, but I like
to make my mark with young minds.”

“Umm-hmm,” she said. “Do you hear someone calling my name?”
She stopped to listen for a minute, but the shouts of the boys drowned out
anything else.

“No, I don’t hear anything, but then I don’t have
super hearing like you.”

He made it sound like a bad thing.

“Let’s keep walking. My house is the first one on the end.”
Keel picked up his pace.

“Oh, I’m staying in that one.” She pointed out her house,
while straining one ear, listening for her name. She could’ve sworn she heard
it. Suddenly the crunch of gravel grew. She whirled around as a large hand
landed on her shoulder.

Her smile faltered as she saw Adam’s expression.

“Where have you been?” he asked. “I’ve been running my ass
all over campus looking for you.”

“Eating lunch with Mr. Keel. And you could’ve called my cell
phone. Oh wait, Shep still hasn’t authorized its return.”

He ignored her unsubtle dig.

“I’m going with Mr. Keel to see old photos of my dad.
Perhaps you’d like to stick a GPS device in me so we don’t have this problem
again?” she asked.

They both looked at the older man, and Keel smiled at Adam.
For the first time, Loren noticed his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

Adam gave Keel a cursory nod then turned his attention
toward her again. “Stop the sarcasm. We need to talk.”

She softened and placed a conciliatory hand on his biceps.
“I’m sorry, I should’ve left you a note. I got really hungry, and you were at
your meeting much longer than you said you’d be, so I went to lunch and then
Keel found me. We got to talking about the past. Do you want to come with us to
look at pictures of my dad?”

“We can’t. I’ve been looking for you because Chase got back
a little while ago. He’s hurt.”

Loren’s heart dropped into her stomach. “How bad?”

Adam shook his head, his tone flat. “Badly. They’re checking
for internal bleeding.”

Loren gave an inarticulate cry. Her brother. She’d met him
only a short while ago, but family was family. “Where is he? Will he be okay?
Don’t just stand there, let’s go.” She turned and threw an apologetic look at
Keel.

He gave her a wave, urging her to on. “Go ahead.” He paused,
seemingly lost in thought. He must have been upset Chase was injured. How
sweet. “We’ll look at photos another time. Go to your brother. I’ll find you
later.”

She grabbed Adam’s hand and they took off up the grassy
hill, bypassing the gravel path. She stumbled once or twice since she was
stupidly wearing flip-flops, which slipped on the grass. Without breaking his
stride, he picked her up in his arms and continued at breakneck speed toward
the infirmary. The medicinal stink of iodine, bleach and bandages filled her
nose as they burst into Chase’s infirmary room. A doctor hovered over Chase’s
form, injecting something with a needle in his upper arm.

“Oh Chase.” Loren gasped at a glimpse of his bruised and
bloodied body. “What happened?”



Chase turned a bleary face to her. “I’m fine. Sh…should see
other guy.” Then he grimaced and turned his head away.

Adam rolled his eyes at Chase’s lame attempt at humor,
though it was probably true. Even if Chase had been taken by surprise from the
back, he still would’ve put up one hell of a fight. Somewhere in London,
another person was breathing shallow from broken ribs and punctured lungs the
way Chase was. He’d been lucky to have enough strength to make it back onto
their private plane and back to campus. A stranded, injured soldier in a
foreign city was Shep’s least favorite thing to deal with.

He met Loren’s quizzical, horrified gaze across the bed. She
wanted answers, and he only wished he had some for her. He had no clue who had
done this. Not a civilian, that was for sure. How else could he explain why
Chase was lying battered in the sick ward when he should’ve been able to take
on any normal human with ease? Adam motioned for her to take a seat in the one
chair in the corner, and then he left the room to grab another chair. Once they
were both settled a few feet away from Chase’s sick bed, they kept a watchful
eye on the patient and chatted quietly.

“Chase is going to be fine. He looks like shit now, but we
heal pretty quickly and can take a hell of a beating.”

“You say this from experience,” Loren observed.

Adam looked away. Now was not the time to tell her about the
beatings from classmates from the ages of five to ten. The only white kid in
school tended to get a lot of attention, not all of it friendly. He’d been
forced to toughen up until he was the leader of his pack of friends.

“Who did this? Did Chase recognize his attacker?”

He shook his head. “He hasn’t been in a condition to tell us
much, but we think he was ambushed. That they were expecting him.”

Loren held a hand to her mouth. “What? How could they have
known?” She looked over at Chase and bit her lip. “He looks bad,” she
whispered. “How could a regular human beat him like this? He should’ve been
stronger and faster than anyone sent after him.”

He shrugged. “Not if he were taken by surprise.” But her
concern warmed him like chicken noodle soup on a cold day. Around here, unless
you were matched or your mom was still around, no soft feminine voices murmured
over you in the sick ward. No lips gently kissed your brow and wiped away sweat
or blood. As Loren fawned over Chase, he clenched his fists over the desire
that socked him in the gut.

A desire more than simply sexual. Desire for a little
softness, a little kindness in the harsh world he lived in. If it were him
lying bloody on that bed, he’d be alone except for a brief interlude with his
father probably demanding a recap.

Dammit. He swallowed down the pity party threatening to make
a pansy out of him. He had his job and his team. They should be enough. Life
was full of things you wanted and didn’t get. Just ask his mom or dad. Oh wait,
you couldn’t ask his mom. She was dead. The doctors called it cancer, but he
knew it had been her broken heart that killed. She simply hadn’t had enough
fight left in her to conquer the cancer.

Even though he wanted Loren more than he wanted his next
breath, he’d never use her like that. She had a life outside this compound. He
refused to drag her into a life of waiting and worrying for her man to come
home. Look how upset she was over Chase’s injuries.

Besides, his DNA was damaged goods. Who knew if he could
even have healthy, whole offspring? His family had proven deficient before.
He’d make a crap candidate to reproduce. He knew Doctor Wise and Shep didn’t
see him that way, and he couldn’t figure out why not. Why would they take a
risk on him? Loren deserved more than that.

A soft hand landed on his, shaking him out of his reverie.
More like misery.

“Adam, he’s going to be okay. Chase is strong, right?” Her
sympathetic smile reassured him more than he deserved.

“I know that.” His voice came out rough as sandpaper over
wood.

“You looked worried and withdrawn now,” Loren said.

“I’m fine.”

She raised an eyebrow, but didn’t probe further into his
mental state. “Will you send someone else to the fertility clinic?”

Chase had barely been coherent to debrief. All he knew so
far was that Chase had been attacked from behind in the airport parking lot
from someone who knew his name. It was the shit hitting the fan. Unease settled
on those in the know, because someone on the inside was a leak and needed to be
plugged. Now.

He crossed his legs then uncrossed them. He shifted in his
seat, looking for a comfortable position, but no matter how he adjusted, his
shoulders twitched and his legs itched with the need to move. He rose from his
seat and extended a hand toward Loren. “Let’s get out of here. I need to run or
swim or just…go.”

She gave a last worried look at Chase, but rose to her feet
and followed him out the room.

“He’s drugged and will be sleeping it off for a few hours.
There are doctors and nurses on staff. We’ll be back in an hour at most, I need
to move. Do you want to run or swim?” Adam asked.

* * * * *

Keel’s carefully constructed world was falling apart. First
Loren Stanton showed up, and now Chase returned to campus bruised and battered.
He’d dialed Paulson’s number repeatedly, but no answer. Damn it. He slammed the
phone on the cushion of his couch and focused on his plans.

If they hadn’t come to question him yet then either Chase
was not coherent or Paulson hadn’t ratted him out. Nothing he could do except
stay cool and act as shocked as everyone that Chase had been ambushed. They
weren’t stupid. Especially Adam. He had to know now someone had blabbed that
Chase was investigating the fertility clinic.

And as for Loren, she didn’t seem to be the threat he’d
originally feared. After all, she’d known very little about her parents’
history when he grilled her at lunch today.

He sat in his favorite lounger in his living room and stared
out the window. It had been difficult to hear about Robert’s marriage to Julia
from their daughter. Sure, he’d known they’d married, but it was one thing to
hear about it through the grapevine. It was entirely another matter to hear the
resulting child of the marriage talk about her parents as a loving unit. Even
after all these years his temper flared when hearing his former lover’s name
linked with the bastard who stole her.

Loren hadn’t noticed anything amiss when he mentioned Julia
or that he’d introduced her parents. It had taken all his composure not to rail
against Robert, but that would’ve ruined any chance of her trusting him. And
she seemed to.

But what if she ever spoke about him to her mother? Would
her mother speak against him? Turn her daughter against her former lover? Or
even worse, if Loren’s trust turned to suspicion of him, more than his job was
at stake. His reputation, his life was in jeopardy.

Finally, his cell phone rang. Once glance at the caller ID
had his stomach jumping and sweat pooling under his armpits.

“Where the hell have you been?” he hissed into the phone.
“Why is Chase hurt? I thought you would grab a hair sample or something.”

“Keel.” The voice on the other end laughed. “Relax. You need
to be more careful about calling me. Are you alone?”

“Yes.”

“Good, now…”

“What happened to Chase?” Keel burst out again, unable to
contain his fears. “I thought you said he’d be unharmed and have no memory of
it.”

“Chase’s beating was an unfortunate incident. He did not
take well to my request to leave the airport. If he had only come quietly, my
men wouldn’t have had to beat him.”

“Did you at least get what you need?”

“Sadly, no. We’ll need another specimen.”

Code word for a living, breathing human. “I won’t. I can’t.
I already risked a lot to give you Chase’s information.”

“Keel.” Paulson tsked into the phone. “I’m afraid I’ve lost
your bank account number. I’m sure it’ll turn up once I have what I need. When
Shep sends someone else to investigate Chase’s beating, let me know who it is.
All I need is a name and flight info.”

Rage embroiled him at being used foully, but what was he to
do? He wanted the money. “Fine. I’ll contact you when I learn who’s going. But
I want a million. Especially if my men are getting beaten.”

“Done.”

He hung up, unwilling to stay on a second longer than
necessary. Who knew what technology trackers Gavin had in place. With a lump in
his throat, he stood to slip on his shoes and head up the hill to Shep’s
office. He needed to be in the thick of planning if he were going to earn his
money.

* * * * *

“Let’s run,” Loren decided, a frisson of excitement crackled
in her. She’d watched Adam work out for the past few days, but this was the
first time she’d been invited to participate. He probably doubted she could
keep up. He was in for a surprise. She’d run high school and college track, and
could keep up. Probably. Maybe.

They walked back to Adam’s apartment in companionable
silence, Loren lost in thoughts of her brother and mystery attackers. They
arrived at his room and she reached out to him, her anchor in the storm of
mixed emotion. She felt adrift after learning her father had abandoned his
first family but had remained a part of the Program, a cause her father had
lived and died for. One she was now working for.

Knowing now what she did, could she go back to
blithely researching local events or even national stories? The knowledge that
two almost entirely different types of humans lived in the world among the
masses, and she was one of them, made this her fight, her mission too.

“What are you thinking about?” Adam asked, yanking his shirt
up over his head to change into an UnderArmour athletic shirt for running.

All thoughts of national security policy and scientific
advances fled as Loren’s mouth went dry at the sight of his tan, glorious torso
staring at her.

“You,” she whispered, pushing her troubling thoughts to the
very back of her mind.

A palpable silence fell in the room. Adam froze at her
words.

Nothing had happened between them since their interlude in
her apartment, but she had felt his stare whenever they were together. She’d
had trouble keeping her hands and eyes to herself whenever he was in the
vicinity, especially when she caught glimpses when he was training or working
out.

The tension had been building for days, and she was done
looking. She needed touching. Now.

She wasn’t sure who moved first, but she found herself
pressed against his bare chest, his arms tightly wrapped around her. She
stepped back a moment, breaking free of his grasp to pull her t-shirt off. As
soon as she stood in her bra, he yanked her to him again and she luxuriated in
the hard muscles of his chest brushing her hardened nipples.

She reached up and pulled his face down to her lips, her
hands firmly against his nape. But he surprised her and avoided her lips,
pressing tiny kisses instead along her temple and lower down to her neck. His
hands unclasped her bra and gently rubbed her back where the strap had been.
Loren moaned softly as his hands moved from her back around to her front to
fondle her curves.

“Mmm.” She pressed kisses to his jaw and bit his stubbled
chin gently. “More.”

“Wanted this for days…could barely keep my hands to myself.”

She lowered her arms to reach around him and pull his tight
body into hers. His erection pressing against her was heaven, and her body
responded, turning molten, preparing her for the ultimate slide of skin on
skin.

Loren boldly lowered her hand to cradle his erection through
his pants.

His groan reverberated through her, raising her arousal to a
fever. His alluring scent filled her nostrils, making her want to press her
face to his torso and breathe him in.

She rose up on tiptoes to press her lips against his and
slide her tongue into his mouth. Their earlier kisses had nothing on this one.

Loren moved her hands around his front to unbutton the worn
khakis he favored. She slid one hand down the front, finding the hot flesh she
wanted badly. Her other hand went back to his shoulder to find balance as she
stroked him.

The slit between her legs dampened and the pulsing pressure
yearned to be released. Loren wanted him. Now. In his bed, on the floor, up
against the wall. Any way she could get him.

Suddenly, without warning, he pulled away. Her hand was cold
without his warm length. “What’s wrong? Why are you pulling away?”

“Loren, we shouldn’t do this.”

“Why are you fighting this so hard?”

“I have to,” he said. “I want you even though I know we
shouldn’t. I have my reasons not to be with you.”

She was gratified to hear the hitch in his breath. At least
she hadn’t been the only one affected. Still, hurt and shame washed through her
at his sudden retreat. She wrapped her arms around her chest, hiding her
swollen nipples. “I can’t do this, Adam. My body wants you and even my heart is
starting to, but you keep pulling away. Why won’t you trust me? Can’t you tell
me?”

“The problem is…” He raked a hand through his hair, sending
curls spiraling haphazardly. “Dammit. Let’s go for that run.”

Loren sat on the rough navy comforter and ignored her
near-naked state. “No. I want to know what the problem is. You kissed me back
and a minute later you’re rejecting me. Again.”

Adam opened his mouth to speak, but she was done. Through.
Fed up. The frustration her body felt at being denied its pleasure fueled her
words.

“You know what? No. Forget it. I’m going to Commander
Shepard to request to leave. I refuse to waste a second more lusting after
someone who doesn’t want me.” She reached onto the floor, grabbed her t-shirt
and yanked it over her head, nearly tearing her ear off with the force.

When she jumped up, fully prepared to storm out, Adam froze
her in her tracks with his next comment and a firm hand on her shoulder.

“You know I want you. I just can’t be with you.”

Loren pivoted by inches toward him, though it felt that the
room spun, not her. “Screw you.” As soon as the harsh words exited her mouth,
fury roiled through her. How dare he jerk her around like a yo-yo? Life was too
short to get yanked around by a guy no matter how hot or smart or…hot he was.
Damn it, he had her so flustered she’d run out of adjectives.

“I can’t be with you,” Adam said again.

“You keep saying it like there’s some mystery. Shep thinks
you should be with me. Even your own father thinks so. Why don’t you?” she
asked, not really expecting much of an answer and too hurt to care what he
said. She stared at him, breathing hard, daring him to answer.

He met her stare with an unhappy expression. “I’m damaged
goods.”

Frustration and confusion assaulted her. “Adam, what the
hell are you talking about?”

Before he could answer, his cell phone blared, jerking both
of them out of the conversation.

“Don’t get that,” she ordered when he glanced at the caller
ID.

“I have to. It’s my brother.” He turned away from her and
spoke in low tones into his small handset.

Loren collapsed onto her back onto the bed, hands over her
eyes. It was a circus, an asylum. Truly. The worst part was she was starting to
feel like its most necessary resident. He had a brother? Why had he never mentioned
him before? She couldn’t wait for him to hang up and clear her confusion.

Adam snapped his phone shut within a minute and tossed it
onto the comforter next to her. “Get up. We’re leaving.”

She remained on the bed, one eye opened and focused on Adam.
“No, we’re not. If you think I’m going anywhere with you, you’re
insane.”

“And you’re crazy if you think I’m leaving you after that
conversation. I know you’d be gone when I got back.”

“Damn straight I’d be gone! See? Listen to me shouting. I
never shout. I am always calm and rational. But you’ve got me twisted up in
knots. This needs to end.”

A shadow passed over Adam’s face. A memory? Anger? She
didn’t know. She didn’t expect him to suddenly start reminiscing.

“My friend’s parents used to argue like this. I vaguely
remember it. They’d shout then kiss and leave the room.”

She raised an eyebrow at his out-of-left-field statement,
and waited for him to say something, anything relevant. When silence was
forthcoming, she pressed for more. “Can you tell me why you think you’re
defective and more about this mysterious brother who was on the phone?”

Adam stood looking down at her and held out a hand to pull
her to standing.

She considered remaining on the bed but his steady gaze
called out to something deep inside her. He needed her close. She could feel
it. She grabbed his proffered hand, stood facing him and waited in silence for
his story.

“Um, I’m not sure where to start, since both your questions
are kind of related.”

“Start at the beginning. Leave nothing out.”

He tilted his head toward her, until his curls fell over his
forehead, and gave her a meaningful look that clearly said shut up and let
me talk. “I’ll talk, but I’d really rather do it from the car on the way to
my brother’s.”

Loren sighed. Clearly he wasn’t saying anything until he got
what he wanted. Fine. She could bend. Sometimes. She turned to find her
flip-flops.





Chapter Eight



Adam’s hands shook on the steering wheel while his stomach
rolled with each turn of the car, but he pressed forward. Loren deserved the
truth and it was going to come out eventually. He’d rather her hear it from
him.

“Your mom was genetically matched to your dad?” Loren asked.

Adam nodded.

“Then, why did you grow up off campus?”

Adam threw her a sidelong glance, surprised she remembered
that little offhanded detail he’d told her days ago.

“I do listen to you. On occasion,” she said with a smile.

Adam sucked in all the joy he could at her smile. It may be
the last they shared once he told her the rest. “My mom escaped from the campus
when I was three.”

“Escaped? That’s an odd way of putting it. Why did she run?”

Adam stared straight ahead at the traffic as he answered
with a child’s memories and coloring of the past. “They had a disagreement.
Something they couldn’t resolve. I remember her putting me in the back of the
car and telling me to wave bye-bye.” He risked another glance to see how she
accepted that news. She waited for him to continue.

“She took us to downtown DC to the best place she could
afford and the last place Dad would look. I stuck out like a sore thumb,
because I was faster, stronger, brighter and well…whiter than everyone else.
After a few years I forgot about my dad and my life in Beltsville. My mom never
talked about him. And he never came to see us.”

The hard edge to his tone revealed he’d never quite forgiven
his father that error. Memories of Thanksgivings sharing a dinner pack of KFC
and Christmases with gift-wrapped library books instead of bicycles still
gnawed at him. He didn’t care for himself, but he’d hated seeing his mother
hide her shame at not being able to afford better things.

“Did he know where you were?” Loren asked, arrow to the
bull’s-eye, as usual.

“Well no, I don’t think my mom ever contacted him again,”
Adam admitted. “We hid in plain sight less than ten miles from him. But still,
consider the resources at his disposal. I find it hard to believe he never even
looked.”

“Are you sure? Have you ever asked him?”

He threw her a look that said in no uncertain terms he was
done with that line of questioning. He held little hope that Loren would stop
asking, researcher that she was. Hell, she’d made it a career to dig for the
truth. He continued talking. And found himself in new territory, telling her
things he’d thought to keep secret his whole life. And like steam rising from a
boiling pot, once it was out, could never be contained and put back.

“When I was fourteen, I started having dreams about my past.
I saw myself running around the Beltsville campus as a toddler. In my dream,
I’d be picked up and hugged by the same man every night.”

“Your dad,” she said in a whisper barely loud enough to
float over the traffic roar.

“Yeah. My dad. Finally when I was fifteen, I got curious
enough to ask my mom about him. At first she refused to talk about him, but
finally she caved and gave me…well she gave me the tragic whole story and his
address.” He didn’t mention the box of letters Mom had given him. The letters
that had cemented his views of love and matching within the confines of the
Program.

“You went to find your dad,” Loren said.

“Not immediately. I knew it would upset my mom, and for some
reason she’d made me promise to never mention my brother, Rowan, to my dad if I
ever went looking for him.”

“Why?”

“Hang on, I’m getting there. The thing you have to understand
is that I was different then. I wasn’t the model soldier you see now. I was one
step away from juvie jail. My brother and I were kind of the de facto heads of
our little gang. Street fighting, skipping school. Small stuff like that, you
know.”

“Uh-huh.” She nodded, but he could tell his teen years were
a world away from her little idyllic life in the ’burbs.

“I had no intention of looking for my dad. I liked my life.
I was close to graduation, and had big plans of opening a PI firm with Rowan.”

She smiled at his confession. “What happened?”

“Life.” Adam shrugged. “One night we took a fight too far.
Some jerk-off from a few streets over picked a fight with Rowan. I’ve always
been a bit…protective of him. When the other guy pulled a knife, I jumped into
the fight, and things went south from there.” He pressed his foot firmly on the
gas pedal as if driving faster could make the story come out faster. “I beat
that kid to within an inch of his life.”

He remembered the shouts and thwacks of fists and his
own fists punching over and over into the other boy’s ribs. Punching even after
the other boy’s arms had slackened, offering no resistance. He fell silent
waiting for Loren’s condemnation. God knows he’d heaped enough of it onto
himself.

When silence came from her side of the car, he chanced a
glance over. She still sat waiting for him to finish. So he did.

“I didn’t even wait for the police. I hopped on the Metro
and then walked the rest of the way to the Beltsville address my mom had given
me. I kept stopping at 7-11s and gas stations to ask for directions. I was
terrified my face would be on the TV monitors with the cops looking for me. But
I made it to the compound where Shep and my dad put me in a dorm room, no
questions asked.”

“And you’ve been there ever since,” Loren said.

Adam shrugged. “More or less.” She’d tied it off with a nice
red ribbon, missing his induction into his cohort and his frequent, secret
off-campus jaunts to visit his brother and mom that continued until she’d died
when he was eighteen.

If only his introduction to the Program had been like
Loren’s idyllic imaginings. He’d been such a little know-it-all punk those
first few weeks of campus living. Sure, the abilities that had allowed him to
coast through his former life would suffice here. He couldn’t have been more
wrong. Every other kid in the gymnasium was equally fast, equally strong and
driven with a hunger to lead. Without Shep, Keel and his father’s extra
training, he would have failed. They’d spent hours in the gym sparring and
coaching him while the rest of his cohort slept.

Quiet fell in the car as they drove farther downtown.
Single-family homes with yards made way for row homes, liquor stores and
check-cashing places. Graffiti decorated store windows and steam from a Metro grate
billowed up out of the ground, adding misery to an already steamy summer day.

“Are we getting close?” Loren asked.

Adam nodded.

“You still haven’t told me why you think you’re damaged
goods,” she said.

“You’ll see soon enough.”

She frowned but said nothing.

Adam gritted his teeth and turned off New Hampshire Avenue
to a smaller side street. He started to scout the neighborhood for a parking
spot. He spotted one at the next corner and sped off to grab it. He slid the
car gear into park, but remained seated, air-conditioning running, enjoying the
false feeling that he and Loren were a real couple going for a drive. His body
still hadn’t calmed from their earlier kiss and it was getting harder to quell
his desire.

This was what he’d been fighting. That right next to
him was a woman destined to be his genetic and romantic soul mate. He had
instantly wanted her beyond rational boundaries and should fight to have her,
to be with her. The Program had learned beyond a shadow of a doubt that there
was a science to falling in love. Something for which eHarmony or Match.com
would toss their chairman of the board into lava if they could get their hands
on the formula.

And yet it didn’t always work. How could he know if he’d be
one of the lucky ones like Shep and live in harmony with his match, or a victim
of the system like his mother? Far better not to take the risk, but it was damn
hard with temptation a few inches over in the passenger seat, especially after
unburdening his soul on the drive over. It felt as if he could tell her
anything and there was only a paper-thin barrier between his brain and his
mouth to keep him from spilling everything he was starting to feel for her.

The connection he felt to her and the clear memory of their
earlier kiss hardened his body in a flash. Without warning, his hands
disconnected from his brain, and in one swift move, he unclipped his seatbelt
and launched his torso over the center console, nearly knocking the gear shift
into drive with his force.

Loren faced him, an expectant look in her eyes. He met her
nose to nose, her opportunity to deny him, a hairsbreadth of time. Then he was
on her. Lips to lips, hands on shoulders tightening.

Her soft moan was the healing balm of acceptance and welcome
he’d been waiting for all his life. Nothing had ever tasted better than her
sweet, warm mouth.

His.

His match.

He plundered, taking and demanding she meet him equally. She
did not disappoint.

He licked and nibbled on her full lips, reveling in her
tongue rubbing his with urgency. Time was of the essence. They’d wasted days
circling around each other when they could have been doing this. Kissing,
licking, petting. Adam dragged her t-shirt up and slipped his hand under. Skin
softer than a thousand yards of silk heated his palm. He inched slowly toward
the Holy Land until Loren took the initiative and twisted so her breast landed
right where he wanted it. Her distended nipple dragged a searing line of fire
across his life line.

His world narrowed to this car, this woman. The sweet smell
that was uniquely Loren filled his nostrils, mixed with something else,
arousal. He eyed the backseat of the car, rejected it, then leaned across her
to press her seat into a full recline. With some difficulty he maneuvered
himself fully over the gear shift and onto her. He stopped to gently bite the
tip of her nose when she laughed at his contortions.

Then he was on her, lips to ankles and everything in
between. Humor fled, replaced with her earnest eyes gazing deep into his. When
she tugged on his head to pull him back down for a kiss, he conceded easily.
Their kiss heated up even more than he’d thought possible. He was helpless not
to thrust his arousal into her belly. He groaned as the friction abraded his
shaft, but it was not nearly enough.

She shifted around, trying to spread her legs to accommodate
his hips between hers, but the narrow, molded car seats left no room for that
kind of love play. He turned on his side, taking Loren with him, still facing
each other.

“Ow. Damn it.” He scowled as bits and pieces of the car
stabbed him in his lower back. He attempted to make them more comfortable, but
this time Loren cringed as her leg wedged under the glove box. He kept kissing
her, but now found himself competing with her giggles.

“Adam, stop.” More laughter.

“Why? I can move the seat farther back. I can make this
work,” he promised her with the urgency of a high school senior on prom night.

Loren shook her head as more soft giggles escaped her
swollen lips. Then she untangled an arm to point up at the window.

He followed her finger and looked up to see the grinning
face of his brother peering down on them. He groaned, banged his forehead onto
Loren’s shoulder and wished for a transporter that could take him and Loren
anywhere but here. Somewhere with a large bed.

Suddenly, Loren’s passenger door opened with a crack.
Rowan leaned in to help extricate them from the car. Easier said than done. It
took a near-dislocated shoulder to untangle Loren from him and the car. Adam
got out with slightly more grace to stand next to her. She was greeting Rowan
and trying not to stare at the place where his right arm was supposed to be.



Loren hid her shock with a wide smile, but between Adam’s
revelations and heated kisses on top of Rowan’s surprise appearance, she was
grateful to be upright and not a pool of jelly on the steaming summer sidewalk.
The brothers greeted each other with that half handshake, half hug combined
with back pounding that masculine men loved. Like a true, full-armed hug was
something shameful. Or maybe in this case it was logistically difficult, given
Rowan’s missing limb.

She wondered how he’d lost it. Had he been born without it,
or had there been an accident later in life? Life could be tough on these
streets, and based on what Adam had told her, losing an arm from a fight seemed
entirely more plausible than Rowan being born without one. Especially since he
was a son of two people matched for their ability to produce a more perfect
human.

Her mind reeled and whirled at the possibilities. Perhaps,
Rowan had been born without the arm, and that was the source of
contention between Adam’s parents. It seemed unlikely. Had his father really
flipped out over one tiny missing limb? Although not that tiny, given the size
of Rowan’s physique. He and Adam could easily be mistaken for twins, except
Rowan stood two inches taller than Adam’s six feet even, and lacked twenty odd
inches of sinew, bone and fingers.

But as she trailed behind the brothers who strolled toward
Rowan’s row home, she had a sick feeling that Rowan was the link to the mystery
of Adam’s extreme opposition to the Program’s matching system. He’d said he was
damaged goods. Did he think that because his brother was missing a limb? She’d
have to do a little digging back at the Program compound to see if they truly
looked at one tiny missing limb as such a handicap. She shook her head then
hurried after the two men who’d walked ahead, talking in low, hushed whispers.
When they reached the steps of a narrow, gray house with crumbling concrete
steps and black iron bars over the windows, Rowan turned and smiled at her.

“Welcome. Mi casa es su casa and all
that.” He swung the door open with a flourish and gestured she should
enter. Adam followed close on her back. She picked her way over Red Bull cans
and empty Corona bottles toward a sagging, ancient couch, which once had bright
flowers on the upholstery, but now looked like splotches of questionable
origin.

She found the cleanest spot she could and sank down onto it,
her legs still not entirely trustworthy after her heated make-out session in
Adam’s car. He and Rowan stood a room’s distance apart, Rowan leaning back
against the closed front door. Adam stood near her but stared at Rowan and
ignored her to the degree she felt like nudging his foot with her toe and asking
what the heck she was doing here.

“Ro, what’s going on?” Adam broke the silence.

Rowan approached the couch in a sprawling gait that
screamed, Ignore me, I’m a lazy, worthless nothing. Loren didn’t buy it.
She’d seen the deep humor in Rowan’s eyes when he’d discovered his big brother
hitting on a girl in a parked car. Not to mention how easily he pulled her from
the passenger seat. His missing arm didn’t mean his body was missing any
strength or power. She got the sense he more than made up for his deficiency
with muscles elsewhere.

She glanced from brother to brother. Adam’s grim face.
Rowan’s easy expression.

“Chris is threatening me,” Rowan said.

“Why?” Adam asked.

“He was the one who pulled the unregistered gun at the party
last week. Now he’s worried I’m going to rat him out in court and he’s going to
jail.” Rowan rolled his eyes as if the mere idea he’d rat out a friend was
ridiculous.

“But you’ll have to tell the truth. Won’t you?” Loren
ignored the disbelief thrown her way and forged on. “I mean, if you’re on a
witness stand, you have to tell the truth or you’ll end up in trouble.”

Rowan shot her a patient, pointed look. “Duh, sweets. That’s
why Adam’s here, so my big shot lawyer brother can give me some four-one-one.”

Loren zipped up her lips under the force of the look Adam
shot her. Lawyer? Adam? Rowan thought Adam was a lawyer and it seemed
Adam had perpetuated the lie.

“Tell Chris to shut it and calm the fuck down,” Adam said.

“Dude, I did.”

Each brother fell into established roles and patterns, with
Adam as the older protector and Rowan as a helpless baby brother. Things needed
to change around here, and roles needed shaking up. It was obvious after only
five minutes in their company.

“Motherfucker called me from prison yesterday and threatened
me. That boy is cee-razy, with a capital C.” Rowan shook his head as if shaking
off the threat. “If he gets out, he’ll keep coming after me, ’til it’s him or
me. I’m not getting dragged down with him, but I’ll be dayamed if I let him
challenge me.”

She rapidly translated Rowan’s slang and debated about the
wisdom of interfering, but couldn’t keep her mouth shut. “Is he your friend? If
so, and he’s truly crazy, then he needs help. Maybe you can push to have him
declared insane.”

She held her ground under the weight of twin skeptical
frowns. “You should,” she insisted.

“Chris ain’t my friend, but I’ve known him all my life,”
Rowan said.

“He’s our neighbor. This is the house we grew up in. Chris
wanted to be in charge once I left,” Adam explained. “He thinks life is still
like high school. He’s never had a job. Just hangs out all day.”

If Loren had been watching Adam instead of Rowan, she would
have missed the flicker of emotion that ran across Rowan’s face when Adam
talked about leaving the neighborhood. Comprehension dawned. Adam escaped the
house when he was fifteen, leaving Rowan by himself. Rowan probably saw it as
complete abandonment and betrayal and still remained locked in the past in his
childhood home. Her suspicions were confirmed at Adam’s next words.

“Speaking of which, Ro… What are you up to? What happened to
the money I sent you? Why are the steps out front still broken? Do you need me
to call the contractor?” Adam sounded like a nagging parent.

Oh yes, this situation needed to change. “No, Rowan
shouldn’t bother fixing the steps. He’s coming with us,” Loren said. “It solves
his Christopher problem.”

A lesser woman would have bolted at the quelling looks Adam
and Rowan threw her. Loren held her ground. “Rowan should come back to
Beltsville with us,” she repeated. As someone who’d been left in the dark about
significant portions of her parentage, she fully sympathized with Rowan. He
deserved the crash course in the Program she’d received. It was justice, plain
and simple.

“Why? So Adam can dress me like a suited-up, tie-wearing
monkey and parade me around his office?”

She shot Adam a look. Tell him. Tell him you don’t wear a
tie unless for deception. Trust him. “What does your dad think Rowan should
do?” she asked.

And that was the sound of shit hitting the fan. She had
always wondered what that sounded like. Now she knew. As soon as the words left
her lips, her top layer of skin could have burned from the intensity of their
narrowed stares.

“My father?” Rowan choked out. “My father is dead, lady. He died
when I was born, leaving us no money. That’s why we grew up in this shit hole.”



Silence descended on the room with all the force and
magnitude of a volcanic eruption. His gut tightened and his vision blurred.
Little Miss Reporter had to go and spill the beans. He’d told her to play it
cool, but no, she had to go and say something. Granted, he’d been debating for
weeks, years really, that the time was right to tell Rowan the truth. Still, it
would’ve been nice to make the call himself.

“Rowan, sit down.”

For once his baby brother obeyed without any lip. “Loren’s
telling the truth. Isn’t she? Your, our father is alive.”

When Rowan’s mouth opened to fire more questions, Adam
stopped him with a hand gesture and the dirty truth. “Yes, he’s alive. But he
thinks you’re dead.”

Rowan’s mouth opened again. But then he stood with a lurch
and slammed out of the room into the adjacent bedroom. No sounds emerged for
several minutes.

Adam stared in contemplative silence at Loren who sat across
from him, looking at her feet. Despite his anger, he couldn’t stand to see
dejection painted on her. He moved over to the couch and lifted her chin with
his knuckles.

Unshed, shiny tears filled her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said.
Then she threw her arms around him and held on tight.

He hesitated a heartbeat then pulled her onto his lap and
held her like the lifeline she was becoming. “It’s all right,” he murmured.

“I didn’t know.” Her muffled voice rose up from his
shoulder.

“No, you didn’t.”

“I should’ve kept my big mouth shut. You told me to play it
cool, but no. I had to blabber and spill the beans.”

“Yeah.” He rubbed circles on her lower back with his palm.
“You spilled them, all right. Just ripped open the bag.”

At that, Loren rose up and looked him in the eye. “Rowan had
a right to know about his dad, and your father has a right to know about Rowan.
You should never have kept that from them. If I hadn’t stumbled onto your
Beltsville compound, I’d still be in the dark about my own dad.”

Fifteen years of guilt welled up and spilled out in his
words. Adam hugged Loren tightly to his chest. “You’re right. I’ve told myself
every day for the last fifteen years that today was the day I would come clean.
But there was always one reason or another to keep it from them. Plus, I was
scared.”

“Of what?” Her gentle hand stroked his forearm, offering
hope and redemption.

“After I left Rowan, I became a killer. I never wanted to
see judgment or disappointment in Rowan’s eyes. He looks up to me, you know?
I’m his amazing big brother who actually got out and became a lawyer. He thinks
I went to college.” He tried to hide how much he’d wanted to go to college. He
even had an SAT study guide stashed somewhere in his room.

She said nothing. Just snuggled in close and continued to
rub his arm. Her silence forced Adam to look inward. How would he feel if the
situation had been reversed? If Rowan was born perfect and whole, and he was
left behind to struggle for pennies without parental guidance. He buried his
face in Loren’s glossy silk curls and inhaled. Her subtle floral scent offered
comfort and bolstered his courage to go talk to his brother.

He stood and lifted her off his lap in a deft move. He took
three steps toward the shut door and raised his fist to knock, but the door
swung open before he could make contact.

Rowan filled the doorway with an expression on his face he’d
never seen before on his baby brother. Red rimmed his eyes, but no tears were
evident now.

“You’re going to take me to our father. Now.” Rowan’s voice
reeked of authority, all humor bled out, the street slang gone. It was the
voice of an officer, a voice to be obeyed.

Adam met his brother’s gaze head-on and shook his head. “I
can’t. But I will go get him and bring him back here.”

Rowan took a step closer and for the first time in his adult
life Adam thought he’d have to duck a punch from his brother.

“And how do I know you’ll come back? Maybe you’ll disappear
like you do so well.”

He cringed from the pain in his brother’s voice.

“Adam. It won’t work. The truth is going to come out anyway.
Keeping Rowan here won’t hide it.” Loren’s voice floated through the room, a
rational breeze on the wind of discord.

He weighed his options. Taking Rowan, a civilian, to the
compound meant some paperwork and hand-slaps from Shep. But Rowan would be safer
there, removed from Chris and the old neighborhood. Plus, ghosts of the past
wafted through here like poisonous fumes. It was time to man up and do what
should’ve been done twenty-seven years ago.

Forty five minutes later the trio entered the Beltsville
compound, Rowan still looking a little shell-shocked. “What is this place? This
is your pad?” he asked.

“Yep.” Adam nodded. “I’ve lived here since I left you and
mom.”

“So, let me get this straight. Humor me, cause I-I’m still
blown away here. You’re not a lawyer. You’re one of those genetic
soldiers that were in the paper a few weeks ago, and I could’ve been one too if
I was whole.” Rowan rubbed at his chin with a scarred hand.

Adam kept silent. This was twice in a month now he’d
inducted someone into his world. First Loren, now Rowan. Maybe he should quit
his day job and become the welcoming committee.

He steered his car into the underground garage and chose a
spot. Good, his dad’s car was there. He’d thought about calling ahead to warn
him, but what was there to say, really? Hi Dad. Stay home ‘cause in about an
hour I’m bringing my brother home. Yep, my brother. The son you thought dead
for the last twenty-seven years. He’s alive. It’s cool, right?

No, better to spring it on him in person.

Three car doors slammed in succession as he, Loren and Rowan
exited. He led the way to the garage exit and out into the sunshine. Loren took
a step away from them as if to head for another part of campus. When he shot
her a look and stepped closer, she sighed.

“Are you sure you want me to stay? I feel like I’m
intruding. How is your dad going to react?” she asked. “Plus, I want to go
check on Chase. We left him a while ago. I hope the doctors got him more
comfortable.”

He reached for her hand and held it. “I’ll check on Chase
with you afterward. Stay, because I want you there. This is not going to be an
easy conversation, and I’d feel better if you were there.” It was surprisingly
easy to confess his emotional needs to her. And it wasn’t a ploy. Lies had come
easy to him in the past if it helped with an operation, but with Loren, it was
truth. He wanted her with him, trusted her judgment and thought she could help
facilitate Rowan’s introduction to his father. Damn, he needed to man up and
not depend on her emotionally, and tomorrow he would, but today he needed her.
She’d be gone soon anyway now that she’d seen Rowan and understood what he’d
meant by having compromised DNA.

Her smile warmed him and she tugged him closer with her hand
as she stood on tiptoe to place a soft, lingering kiss on the corner of his
lips. When she made to pull away, he pulled her back, a promise for more in the
kiss. Man, as soon as Rowan was settled, he was dragging Loren to the nearest
bed. For at least a day. He couldn’t and wouldn’t keep her forever, but he had
to be with her one last time before she went back to the real world.

He went in for yet another kiss, thoughts of beds and brick
cottages on his mind.

“A-hem.” Rowan let out a loud, fake cough. “Hell-ooo.” He
waved his hand in the air. “Still here. Orphan looking for his dad.”

Loren pulled away with a blush, while Adam glared at his
brother. Then he shook off his annoyance. “You’re right. Sorry. Let’s go.” He
started down the gravel path, still clutching Loren’s hand, Rowan in the rear.

Rowan teased Loren. “Girl, you got some magic touch. I’ve
never seen Adam lose his head over a pretty face. And it wasn’t like the ladies
didn’t want him. Man, the phone calls we used to get. All hours, girls calling
for him. Used to drive Mom crazy, remember?”

Adam recalled, but he’d had no interest in the opposite sex
until his later teen years. He’d only wanted to hang with the guys, toss a
football and get into trouble. No, Rowan was the ladies’ man. Not him. And…he
didn’t want Loren getting the wrong impression. He shot her a glance to make
sure she wasn’t buying Rowan’s prattle. Nope, a shiny grin stretched her lips.

“A player, huh? And I didn’t even kiss my first boy until I
was seventeen.” She sighed in an exaggerated manner. “I’ll have to rethink my evening
plans. Not sure I want to be with such a ladies’ man.” A low chuckle escaped
her mouth.

He froze on the path. “No, keep your plans. I beg you.” He
turned to give the evil eye to his annoying, interfering baby brother. “You.
Shut it, or you’re going to be short a body part.”

Rowan shrugged his empty-sleeved shoulder. “Already done,
dude.”

“I meant the other one,” Adam growled.

Abruptly, Rowan started to chuckle, then gave a full-out
laugh. Loren then Adam joined in.

“That’s the first time you’ve ever joked about my arm,”
Rowan said.

With a jolt, Adam realized Rowan was right. Rowan’s lack of
limb had never been a source of humor, just pain and sorrow. He’d gained that
attitude from his mom, who was forever lamenting Rowan’s lack of wholeness. He
eyed his brother in a new light. Rowan had never seen his missing arm as a
handicap, and got along perfectly fine with his left. Respect for his brother
filled him as pity and overprotectiveness dimmed.

He slapped his brother’s right shoulder with a clap. “C’mon.
Let’s go meet Dad.”

Rowan rolled his shoulder in a quick move throwing off
Adam’s hand. “Still pissed at you. You lied to me and our dad for fifteen
years.”

He bit his lip and stayed silent. He knew no words, no
amount of apologies could ever make up for his lie keeping his brother from
their dad.

As the trio walked along the path, they grew quieter and
slowed the pace to something slower than a stroll. Rowan’s complexion grew pale
and for once, Adam felt taller than him. When they reached his dad’s office,
Adam rapped his knuckles on the door. Loren tried to yank her hand away, but he
held on tight. Her hand was an anchor in the maelstrom of the bomb he was about
to drop.

“Come in,” William’s voice rang through the door.

Adam swung it open and he and Loren entered.

His father swiveled in his seat and rose to greet them, a
rare smile on his face. “Son. Ms. Stanton, I’m happy to see you. Together.” He
gave their joined hands a pointed look. William’s smile faltered and he tripped
backward as he caught a glimpse of the third member of their party.

Adam yanked his hand free from Loren’s and caught his father
in a free fall down to the couch. When his father was settled, he opened his
mouth and searched for the words to confess his sin, a lifetime lie of omission.
But before he could speak, his father spoke to a point behind his head.

“Son?” At Rowan’s terse nod, tears fell down William’s
cheeks. “I…she…I…thought you were dead.” A stunned William looked to Adam to
explain.

Adam swallowed and forced words past the rock-hard lump in
his own throat. “I lied, Dad. When I got here, you thought…and Mom made me
swear…and…” He knew he was cocking up his explanation big-time, but it didn’t
matter. William and Rowan still hung on his every word.

Loren’s hand covered his in a warm, supportive gesture, and
Adam took a breath and tried again. “You welcomed me here, no questions asked
when I was fifteen. Mom had me promise to keep her and Rowan’s whereabouts a
secret. I lied, and then I didn’t know how to crack open the truth. I thought I
was protecting Mom.” When he’d told his mom he was setting out to find his
father, she’d been resigned, but emphasized that he was never to share Rowan
and she were alive.

He chanced a look at his father to see how his explanation
was received. He didn’t dare glance at Loren to see the condemnation and
disgust that was surely in her eyes. God knows he’d heaped enough of it on
himself for so long. How could she be interested in him now, knowing what a
cowardly liar he was?

“Rowan never knew about you either. I’ve wanted to tell you
both every day.” Adam found it hard to talk over the lump in his throat.
“Please believe me.” God, he was acting like such a wuss.

“Rowan? She named you Rowan?” Emotion poured from every
syllable in William’s question. He seemed to be staring at Rowan with each
fiber of his being as if he could soak in twenty-plus years of missing his son
in a few heated seconds.

Rowan nodded at his question. He couldn’t seem to speak and
swayed where he stood. Thank God for Loren. She jumped up, took Rowan by the
hand and led him down to the couch to sit next to William. Adam grabbed the
rolling desk chair for himself, and Loren sat cross-legged on the floor. The
four inhabitants of the room stared in turn at one another. No words spoken.
Silence.

Finally, William looked to Adam. “Diane? Is she here? Did
you lie about her death too?” The hope in his voice at possibly seeing Mom
again turned the lump in his throat from grape size to apple.

Adam swallowed over the lump and shook his head. “No, Mom
did die. When I was eighteen. Cancer.”

William stared, deep in thought, seemingly unaware that
tears rolled down his cheeks, catching on the afternoon’s beard growth. “And
that’s why you disappeared for a month with no explanation.” Ghosts from the
past swirled in undercurrents around the small, bare-bones office.

“Yeah.” Adam shrugged, tormented by memories of the past and
how he’d lived a lie for half his life.

“Why didn’t you come after us?” Rowan finally found his
voice and addressed Dad. “What happened? Didn’t you love Mom? Your sons? Why
didn’t you want us?”

The million-dollar question. The one Adam never had the guts
to ask, totally influenced by his mother’s version of events. He’d lived day by
day with his dad, grateful to have a home and not be in a juvenile facility.
Though, in some ways, the Program was a harsher existence than any state-run
juvenile lockup.

William cleared his throat then looked both his sons in the
eye. “I was an idiot. I was young, foolish, and, oh, I don’t know, just plain
stupid.”

It was revelatory, earth-shattering, really, to hear his
always-right, always-in-control father denigrate himself like this. Adam
glanced at Rowan to check his reaction, but Rowan had only known the man two
minutes and didn’t have fifteen years of experience to contradict William’s
words.

“I want to tell you that I loved your mother. She was the
light in my life to coin a bad phrase, and from the moment I met her, it was as
if every other woman paled in comparison. For me, she was it,” William
continued.

Adam ignored Loren’s heated, meaningful glance, keeping his
eyes on his father. One emotional eruption at a time was all he could handle.
It felt as if the whole world was spinning on its axis. Everything he thought
he knew about his parents and their match shifted.

“After you were born, Adam, life was wonderful. I went on
missions and came home to Diane and you, and we were a happy family. And then…”
Here, William broke off and focused on Rowan. “This is where my brains fell
out, and I’ll understand if you never forgive me, but I beg you for a chance.”

Rowan, the consummate poker player, gave his newly found
father nothing but a raised brow, indicating he should continue the tale.

“You were born when Adam was three years old. And, and you
were missing your… your…” William waved a hand toward Rowan’s chest area.

Rowan didn’t make it easy. “My what? My heart? A lung? Come
on, have the guts to say it. I am missing an arm.”

“Your arm,” William echoed in a whisper. “And I didn’t
handle it well. You have to understand that around here, perfection is prized.
We’re like the ancient Greeks seeking human flawlessness. Your missing limb
meant you couldn’t be part of us. I worried about your future, about my own
future. What did it say about my genes if my son wasn’t whole?”

Jesus, he was more like his father than he’d ever suspected.
William’s words kicked Adam in the butt, echoing every argument he’d given
himself against finding a mate or more recently, being with Loren. But he
opened his mouth to defend Rowan anyway. Out of habit, he guessed.

William held up a hand. “No, let me finish. Please.”

Adam shut his yap.

“Not that it’s an excuse, but I was young. Twenty-four, and
I saw Rowan’s defect as a reflection on me, rather than a statement about him.
Our commander warned me they were considering forcing us to put you up for
adoption. I never told Diane that, but I wonder now if she somehow learned it
was being considered.” He paused for a long moment to take some deep breaths.
“I can only imagine her rage at that. She would have gone full mama grizzly,
especially because she was very protective of you.” He let out a mirthless
chuckle at the memory.

Rowan smiled faintly. “I was Mom’s baby. She let me get away
with murder.” He turned to Adam for confirmation.

Adam snorted. “Yeah, I got blamed for everything. In her
eyes you were an angel.”

“That’s me, halo and all.”

Despite Rowan’s light words, he still wouldn’t meet Adam’s
eyes. Not that he’d blame him. Learning your brother had told one hell of a lie
for fifteen years had to be a kick in the groin. He’d taken a nosedive off the
ivory pedestal Rowan placed him on and was in a free fall.

“I missed it. I missed out on your childhoods,” William
suddenly lamented.

“Get back to after my birth,” said Rowan, ignoring his
father’s regrets.

A shudder passed through William, seeming to bring him back
to the present. “Right. I had to go on a mission two weeks after you were born.
I’d planned on sorting everything out when I returned, but when I got back, you
were gone. Diane took both of you and ran. Took my heart with her too.”

Adam took his mind off his own guilt for a minute and
digested the tale with a critical eye. That was it? Had his dad done something
more than express dissatisfaction over Rowan’s missing arm? Maybe his mom had
postpartum depression. Why else would she break the family apart? He searched
his extensive memory banks, stretching back to his early toddler days. He knew
from experience he only had shadows of memories from his first three years of
life on the Beltsville campus. His recollection of early days in downtown DC
was even murkier. Perhaps he’d blocked it out, a three-year-old boy would want
his dad, and after all, he had a near-photographic memory and could replay
history in his mind like a movie. From all accounts his father thought the sun
rose every time Adam had smiled. Why did his father have such different
memories than his mother of their marriage?

“Why didn’t you come after us?” he dared to ask for the
first time in his life.

“I did,” William said, shocking Adam and Rowan. “I took
leave from missions and looked. But you have to remember, there was no internet
back then. We rarely used credit cards. Limited video surveillance. Tracking
someone was a more hands-on personal project and it took much longer. I had the
whole country, the whole world to search. Diane could’ve taken you anywhere.”

His father’s tale made more sense, and it gave Adam a sense
of completion knowing his father hadn’t abandoned him as a child. Had loved
him, still did, in fact. “What made you give up and stop looking?” he asked.

Regret crossed his dad’s face. “Keel helped me search, and
he found you.”

“He did?” Adam was stunned by that revelation. Then
suspicion grew. “Well then, what happened? You never showed up, I’d remember.”

The remorse and grief on William’s face was a tangible,
living organism. Adam fought his desire to give a hug or a comforting touch to
his dad. They’d never been touchy-feely, and it somehow felt too late to start
now.

“I never came to get you, because according to Keel, Rowan
had died and Diane didn’t want me near her. I believed him because I stupidly
thought Rowan was a sickly baby. Why else would he have been born with only one
arm? She told him if I ever came looking, she’d run even farther. In exchange
for her sending pictures of Adam, I settled for opening a bank account in your
name and deposited money there monthly.”

“Couldn’t have been much. Not the way we lived.” Rowan’s
deep voice rolled with emotion.

“What do you mean?” William asked. “It was nearly all of my
monthly paycheck, enough to set you up nicely.” He turned to Adam, surprise
etched on his face. “You never said anything about living in poverty.”

Rowan and Adam shared a look, but Loren voiced her
suspicions. “Was your wife the custodian on the account?”

“No. It was Keel. I knew Diane would never accept money
directly from me, so I made him custodian and he promised to make sure she’d
accept it. Did you never…?” Both Adam and Rowan gained their feet in fluid,
identical moves. William sat frozen on the couch, shaking his head. “I
shouldn’t have listened. I should’ve gone myself,” he whispered.

“Is this Keel dude trustworthy?” Rowan asked, his single
fist white from clenching his jean’s belt loop.

“Yes.” Adam frowned. “He’s like a father figure to most of
the boys on campus.”

William and Loren stood too. “He’s one of my close friends,”
William said. “Let’s go find him and maybe he can shed some light on what Diane
did with the money.”

A sense of purpose imbued the older man’s demeanor, and for
the first time in a while, Adam saw the soldier in him. For too long, the elder
Blacker had sat behind his desk, running missions from his Beltsville computer.
Now William’s prowess and warrior genetics bled from every pore. Adam was proud
to stand with him as they searched for a hard-earned truth.





Chapter Nine



Dear Billy,



Rowan started crawling today. Of course with his missing
arm, it isn’t any traditional definition of a crawl. More of a scooch forward
on his butt. But he was determined to follow his hero, Adam, everywhere. You
should be his hero. He should be crawling to you.



A bitter Diane



The unexpected knock at Keel’s front door had him rocking
forward in his Eames chair, sloshing his iced tea on its way down to the modern
glass coffee table. Had they traced his earlier call? Were Shep and Gavin now
standing outside waiting to question him? Arrest him?

He opened the door with alacrity, hoping it was simply Loren
Stanton making good on her earlier promise to visit him to see pictures of the
past. His insides bottomed out when he opened the door and saw his visitors. An
inquisition all right, but from a totally unexpected source. Three faces he
knew, but the fourth, though a stranger, was instantly recognizable with his
similar looks to his brother. Plus, the missing arm was a dead giveaway. His
game was up, it was clear from the grim expressions on the Blacker men’s faces.

He shoved his apprehension down his gullet and pasted a
large sycophantic smile on his face. The same one he’d used to fool everyone
for the last forty years. It seemed to have no effect on the large men as they
pushed past him and entered his private domain.

William’s flawed son took in the interior in a sweeping
glance. “Nice digs you got here, Keel.” He nudged the silk Persian rug with a
sneakered toe. “The military’s paying a lot more than when I looked into doing
a tour.”

He let out a nervous chuckle as if he had no idea what the
boy was getting at. The truth was the Program paid crap wages. He’d managed to
find ways to supplement his income. This latest scheme was the most dangerous
but would pay off the biggest.

“William, it’s been a while since you’ve paid me a visit.
Come in. Sit, sit.” He swept his arm in a welcoming gesture.

No one sat.

He reached for his iced tea, hoping to hide his shaky
fingers. Rowan Blacker’s presence could only portend bad news. He had to play
it cool. Everything happened nearly thirty years ago, and Diane was dead. She
couldn’t counter anything he said.

But the look in William Blacker’s eyes reminded him how much
William had loved his wife and might prefer her word or memory over his. They
truly had been a perfect match. Which was why it was stunning when their
offspring came out with such a huge flaw. Two Blacker brothers in the Program
would’ve been a force to reckon with. But a missing limb was out of the
question. He’d done what was necessary.

Shep’s heart was too soft, especially when it came to his
buddy, Blacker. He would’ve allowed the son to enroll in the program. And how
was the boy supposed to compete with such a handicap? That’s what he’d wanted
to know. And he’d acted.

Ms. Stanton spoke up first. “Mr. Keel. We’ve been talking
about the past and we’d like your take or recollection of a few things. Do you
have some time?” Concern radiated from her eyes. Clearly her belief in his
status as her deceased father’s friend held weight with her. Good. He’d use
that to his advantage.

“Certainly.” He smiled. “Ask away.”

“Did our mom really tell you she never wanted to see our dad
again?” Rowan fired the first question off like a rocket.

“Why didn’t you ever tell Dad our location and let him make
up his own mind about visiting us?” Adam asked.

“Boys, boys. Slow down. Jonathan is my friend, stop acting
like you’re accusing him of something.” William scratched his chin and appeared
upset. Then he shrugged and looked over. “Actually, those are good questions,
and I’d like to know the answers.”

“Adam. William.” Keel held up his hands, palms outward.
“Please.” He gestured to the couch again. “Sit. I have some things to tell you
I’ve tried to hide for your protection, but I can see the time has arrived to
share.” He’d have to think fast on his feet. But his glib tongue had served him
well before and would do its job now.

The three men eyed him but sat. He tried not to wince at
Loren perched on the delicate armrest of the sofa, one leg balanced on the
coffee table. Ignore it,he told himself. The ill-bred girl
doesn’t know what a Le Corbusier is.

“William, I never wanted to tell you this, but after Rowan’s
birth, Diane came to me. She was terribly upset at your reaction and begged me
to help. I was the one who sent you on that mission close to the birth.
According to protocol, you should’ve had at least a month off of missions, but
I put you on rotation.”

“I’d wondered at that,” William mused.

“Yes, well…Diane was desperate. She didn’t think the Program
or you would ever accept a seriously disabled son and thought her best option
was to escape. I helped her gather enough money and find a place to live. I
promised to keep her location a secret.”

“Hey, I’m not seriously disabled.”

Adam stayed Rowan’s protest with an arm gesture. “Why would
you do such a thing? Your loyalty should’ve been to my dad and the Program. By
sending her away, you potentially lost me, a future generation,” he said, a
harsh tone coloring his words.

“True, but I kept tabs on you. I knew you’d be welcomed back
here, and you were.”

Keel saw Adam, Rowan and William carry on a silent
conversation with their eyes. They could keep asking questions, but without
Diane’s presence, they could tag nothing on him directly. His version of past
events was the only one they’d be hearing today.

“What about the money?” Rowan asked.

“Money?” Keel repeated, then took a sip of the cold drink.

“We were always one step from living on the streets,” Adam
said. “Dad says he deposited money in a bank account for me and you were the
custodian. If that’s true, why were we poor?”

He lowered the glass to the coaster and took the time to
calm his nerves. “I don’t know. I promise you I forced Diane to take the money.
Even though she wanted a clean break from the Program, I told her to take it
for your sake.” At least that’s how he’d justified his decision to drain the
bank account monthly. He knew Diane wouldn’t have accepted the money from
William. It would’ve just sat in a bank account if he hadn’t reinvested it.

“Then where the hell did it go?” Rowan asked.

He shrugged. “I promise you I gave it to her monthly. What
she did with it, I don’t know. Maybe there are savings accounts you don’t know
about. Or maybe she hid it under her mattress. After all, she died when you
were both teenagers. Neither of you had the wherewithal to investigate her
finances.” He prayed his rational tone would soothe the Blackers’ ire. The look
on Adam’s face said he’d buy it for now, but he’d be investigating. It would do
him no good. Paulson’s money would come through and he’d be long gone, out of
reach of the Program.

“Did you pass on my letter?” William asked, a note of
desperation creeping into his tone. “I always felt if she only would read my
letter, she’d come home to me.”

Of course he hadn’t handed the letter over to Diane. The two
sentimental fools would’ve gone running back to each other if he hadn’t burned
William’s letter and sat on Diane’s request to meet her husband at a local
diner.

He injected a note of apology and empathy into his lie. “I’m
sorry. The note didn’t sway her. I never gave her location to you, because she
made me promise, and I couldn’t betray her trust.”

When William looked down on the floor to hide tears, Loren
stood. “I think we’ve bothered you enough for one afternoon. If we think of
anything else, we’ll call.” She tugged on Adam’s hand and the two other men
followed the couple to the door. All three Blacker men looked a little wounded
and sad thinking of the past. At the doorway, William stopped and said to Keel
in a choked voice, “Thank you, Jonathan for looking after my family.”

Keel shut the door behind them with a snick and
stared out the window until their figures disappeared over the hill. He
continued staring, lost in his memories of the past. Diane had come to him,
desperate. She didn’t care about the baby’s flaw, but she worried what the
Program might make her do to the baby. He’d calmed her but told her the baby would
never fit in, never be part of the team. In truth, he wanted her to take the
baby off campus. Allowing one imperfection to join the ranks would have lowered
the standards for the entire unit.

He’d worked too long to build the Program into an elite
fighting machine. After Julia had left, his whole life was wrapped in the
formation of young boys into assassins, the military elite. A one-armed soldier
would’ve been an abomination and insult to the rest of the excellent boys.

He’d found Diane a home and helped her put a down payment
on it. He’d burned William’s notes and kept silent when Diane pleaded to meet
with William to settle things between them. It had been easy to lie and tell
her William wanted nothing to do with a runaway wife and a deformed son.

William’s monthly checks to his family had made his own
life more comfortable, and any guilt he harbored about his petty theft was
assuaged when Adam joined the Program at age fifteen and had seemed to hold no
ill effects of poverty.

What had happened today? Why had Adam brought Rowan to the
compound after all these years? Ms. Stanton must have something to do with it.
Like mother, like daughter, always believing the best in people and a fighter
for truth, justice and all that garbage. If Julia had really been the angel she
made herself out to be, she would have stayed with him and not run off with
Robert Stanton.

A sigh escaped him. The sooner he delivered a live soldier
to Paulson, the sooner he could leave Beltsville a half million dollars richer.
And life would be all the better.

* * * * *

“I’m sorry.” Loren slipped her hand into Adam’s as they
strolled away from Keel’s house. Rowan and William walked ahead to catch up on
twenty-seven years of history.

“About what?” Adam turned to her, bitterness and grief
written in the bracketed lines on his face. “I’m the one who should be sorry.
God, how can you stand there holding my hand now that you know what kind of
person I am?”

“Because people make mistakes and you were man enough today
to correct yours. It couldn’t have been easy,” Loren said.

“I’m a liar. And not a little lie, but a big, fucking lie. I
told my father his son was dead, for Christ’s sake.” Adam shook his head and
turned his face away from hers.

Oh no, Loren wasn’t letting him go all I-am-an-island on
her. She stepped around him until her nose was a scant five inches from his
chin. “Yeah, it was a shitty thing to do. How old were you again?”

“Fifteen,” Adam mumbled. “But…”

“And why did you lie?” Loren asked.

“I thought I was protecting my mom.”

“Right,” she said, satisfied.

“But that’s the easy out. That’s why I told the lie in the
beginning, but I kept it going for my own personal gain. I never told Rowan
about Dad or my job, because he’d want to be included. And how could he be?”

At that Loren frowned. “Why couldn’t he live on campus and
be part of the Program?” She quailed a bit at his heavy-handed stare but held
her ground. “Are you talking about his missing arm? Well, that’s
understandable, you were protecting him.”

“I wasn’t protecting him,” he said, and then in a quiet
voice, so soft Loren wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly, “I was ashamed of him.”

He yanked away from the hold she had on his arm and stalked
away a few feet.

Understanding and sympathy put tears in Loren’s eyes. Poor
Adam and poor Rowan, but most of all, poor William. He’d lost his wife and his
son over misunderstandings and bad communication.

She let Adam sulk for a minute more then stepped behind him
and gently rubbed his lower back with her right palm. She wrapped her left arm
around his waist and gave him a tight hug, feeding support and empathy into his
body from her heart.

For a minute he stood, still as a statue, but then his arms
wrapped around her and he pulled her in tighter. Despite the sexual heat they
usually invoked when they touched, this hug was acceptance, healing, and held
an element of a deeper, more elusive emotion. Loren pressed her cheek into
Adam’s chest and held on tight. When she turned to smile up at him, she found
him already looking down at her, a serious expression on his face.

Slowly, by inches, they leaned into each other and their
lips met in a benediction, a kiss so warm and tender it brought tears to her
eyes. The past was an inferno, quick to blaze. This kiss burned steady and
lasting as an eternal flame.

“Loren.” A whisper and a smile that warmed her soul.

Her natural response was to rise on tiptoes to nibble at his
lips, turning the gentle, loving kiss into much more. She’d never felt such a
connection to another person. Sexual attraction aside, Adam’s intelligence and
protective nature meshed with her. As if they were two halves of a zipper
finally matching up.

Scorching flames licked at the inside of Loren’s belly and
pooled lower, turning her lower body into a hotbed of desire as the kiss
deepened. Adam’s tall frame pressed up tightly against hers and every bit of
her ached for him. The earlier kiss in the car only whetted her appetite for
more. Determination fueled by passion had them clasping hands and strolling
back to his apartment. Their arms and hips brushed with every step they took,
ramping up her excitement and anticipation. After being apart for days, they
would finally make love out of desire and friendship and not because she was
high from some stupid bottle of water.

“Are we really going to do this?” she asked, glancing back
at him as he smiled down at her.

“I will gut anyone who tries to stop us,” Adam replied with
determination etched on his face.

The minute Adam shut the door behind them, the inferno raged
out of control. They tore off pieces of clothing in between open-mouthed
kisses, tongues dueling. He wasted no time unzipping his pants and lowering
them to his knees. Loren reached for him to continue the kiss, but he surprised
her by turning her around and pushing her gently down onto the bed. Her
hardened nipples rubbed against the rough army-issue sheets and she whimpered
at the contact.

“Touch yourself,” Adam said.

What? Touch herself? She was close to orgasm, she’d finish
all by herself if he didn’t get on her soon.

“Get that sexy ass in the air and put a finger in.”

Oh God, she nearly came hearing those words out of his lips.
If any other man tried to order her around like that, she’d be out of there.
But this was Adam. Adam who made her pant, even as he drove her crazy with his silences.
Something deep in her DNA clicked at the command in his voice and she melted,
helpless not to respond.

Her fingers were on autopilot, or seemingly under the
command of a remote control held by Adam. She raised her hips and belly off the
bed and rubbed circles around her clit until she was moaning and begging for
him.

“I’m too close. I need you ready for me. If I touch you,
it’s over.” His gaze burned an imprint on her psyche. “You need to get your
body ready for me.”

“I’m ready, I swear. Please.” She begged like she’d begged
for nothing before in her life. Despite this surrender, who knew where this was
going? They’d made no promises to each other, and this could be her last chance
to hold him in her arms, cradle him deep in her body. “Please.”

Her words broke some restraint in Adam, because before she
could catch her next breath or even remove her finger from her clitoris, he was
on her. He spread her butt cheeks apart and slid himself into her warm,
welcoming sheath. Loren bit her lip as he filled her entirely. She took deep
breaths in time with Adam’s shallow strokes. A sense of completeness, like
nothing she’d ever experienced, filled her. It was much more than the simple
act of her body merging with Adam’s.

“Are you okay? Do you need a second?”

His concern warmed her, but she could hear the desperation
in his tone and feel every muscle in his body pulled taut.

“No, stay. I’m good. Excellent, in fact.” Her sentence ended
on a purr as he pulled back and thrust forward again. His movement sent her clitoris
pushing against the fingers still wedged between her body and the mattress. She
moved her fingers in time with his strokes, loving the strong grip he had on
her hips. Pleasure rocked her and centered on her core. She came with a cry and
a whimper and Adam followed her shortly. He collapsed on top of her, their
sticky bodies glued chest to back.

When he rolled off her and onto his back, Loren rolled onto
her side and settled in the crook of his arm, head on his shoulder. “Mmm,” she
murmured. It was over too soon, like a volcano erupting or a pot boiling.
They’d been simmering for days, and the heat had finally been turned up all the
way.

“I’m sorry.” Adam stared at the ceiling.

Fear gripped Loren’s heart and she rose onto her elbow. Was
he experiencing regrets? “Sorry? Are you going to tell me you didn’t mean to
give me a mind-blowing orgasm and now you’re going to run from me? Again.”

Adam yanked her back down for a searing kiss.

“I’m sorry that I was damn quick. I kind of…lost control.”

“Well, don’t apologize. I hope you lose control like that
more,” she reassured him. “I haven’t come like that, well, ever.” She rubbed
her fingertips along Adam’s chest, admiring his well-formed body and taking
deep breaths to steady her. If Adam was anything like most men, he’d soon be
snoring, and she’d be free to admire his abdominals and penis, which lay still
semi-hard along his thigh.

But he was a whole different animal than any other man she’d
been with. She yelped as he suddenly pressed her back into the pillows and
crawled down her body, a destination clear in his mind.

“Best orgasm ever, huh? I’m not sure I believe you,” he
said, a glint sparking in his eyes. “I think I missed a few spots, and they
definitely need my attention.” He stood and shucked his pants all the way off,
dumping them in a heap on the floor. As if she was a magnet for his body, he
was back on her before she could feel cold.

Yep, they had definitely missed a few steps along the way.
“Lucky for you, I’m very detail-oriented,” she said with a laugh. Her hands
hiked Adam’s t-shirt up over his head and ran up his abs and chest. His skin
warmed her palms as his firm muscles twitched and flexed at her touch. She
grinned as he smiled at her eagerness, but amusement turned to pure,
unadulterated desire as he lowered his head and latched on to her nipple
through her bra. Her t-shirt had been one of the first things to go upon
entering the room.

The seriousness on his face and the concentration he gave to
his oral activities jumpstarted her heart. She let her head fall back as he
licked his way down her belly and bit her hipbone gently. Bliss washed over her
as he buried his head between her legs and let his tongue do some serious
licking. Little tremors hinted that her body was close to orgasm again, and she
wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders and tugged him back up her body so
she could kiss him. Soft moans escaped the back of her throat when he took
advantage of her position to rub the damp folds of her vagina. When he inserted
one finger inside her and circled it around, she closed her eyes and buried her
face in the crook of his neck.

Mmm. His skin glistened and smelled of his arousal
and other more mysterious spices. She’d heard of pheromones and damn if he
wasn’t the best-smelling male in the world. She rubbed her nose against the
rough stubble of his cheeks and neck, almost purring like a cat.

He laid her out on the bed and wasted no time in getting
their bodies glued skin to skin again. Loren opened her thighs and cradled his
hips to welcome him. No lover had ever made her feel more of a woman. Her
strength and intelligence rarely led to an easy, deep connection with other
men. They were always trying to assert dominance or go too far the opposite way
and cater to her every whim. Adam didn’t have to try to do anything. He simply
was, and what he was, was perfect for her.



“Hurry.” Loren took him in hand and guided him to her damp
entrance. Adam groaned when he breached her briefly. She was hotter than fire
and sweeter than a jar of honey. Tasted like it too. Her unique taste lingered
on his tongue. Conflict warred in him over how to pleasure her. He was so
caught up in his decision making, he nearly missed her next words.

“Wait. I think we need to use a condom. With everything
that’s been going on, I’ve missed a dose or two of my pill.” Loren looked up at
him, uncertainty on her face.

He smiled at her but felt a reaction he never ever imagined
he’d have. Disappointment. His DNA screamed for him to plant his seed deep
inside her, and her request to use a condom was a slap in its face. And yet,
panic raced through him. They’d just had sex without a condom. Fuck. The same
old fears about having severely disabled children reared their ugly head. Nope.
No babies, not ever.

Why then, was he tempted to ignore every flashing warning
light going off in his head, flip her over again and bury himself in her for
the next few months until her belly was round from his sperm? Because it was
Loren, his match and the woman who fit him like no other. After all the emotional
events of the day, she was becoming much more to him than a gorgeous body. She
was becoming a friend, one who deserved his consideration. One in four were
terrible odds to put someone he cared about through.

He took a deep breath and reached for the nightstand drawer
next to his bed. It was empty other than a book and his media player. Dammit.
He sat up and looked in the recesses of the drawer. No condoms.

“Hang on.” He stood and his feet ate up the floor in his
haste to get to the bathroom and find condoms in the medicine chest. Please,
Lord let there be some. “Hallelujah,” he muttered when he spied the black
Trojan box wedged between the Neosporin and Band-Aids. He grabbed the whole box
and rushed back into the bedroom to see Loren on her back, fondling her
breasts. Her long honey curls fanned out in disarray on the pillow behind her.
He’d never been jealous of another’s hands before, but he wanted to be the one
rubbing and caressing those sweet breasts.

“Optimistic?” Loren asked with an eyebrow raised and a laugh
in her voice.

“Huh?” Adam didn’t catch on, too distracted by the dance of
her hands on her nipples.

“A whole box of condoms. I’m impressed, or…I will be,” she
said.

“Oh.” He looked down at the box in his hand with bemusement
then looked into Loren’s amused face and ripped open the condom box to pull out
a handful of foil packets.

“Prepare to be amazed, lady,” he told her before sheathing
himself and covering her body with his.





Chapter Ten



The next day Loren sat freshly showered and dressed at her
brother’s bedside. Adam had deposited her there while he went to speak with
Gavin about a mission or something. She didn’t know or care, she was too
blissed out from last night. She shifted slightly in her hard, plastic molded
chair, still a bit sore.

Adam had amazed her. She’d never had a lover with as much
stamina, but it was more than that. He’d seemed to know exactly how to touch
her, how much pressure to use, when to back off, and when to go full throttle.
He’d been singularly focused on her pleasure, and she’d never climaxed so
frequently in a lovemaking session. And it was still more than the sublime
pleasure. There’d been a connection. The thing between them was growing,
evolving into more than mere sexual attraction.

At that thought, a sigh escaped her.

“What?” Chase turned his head, finally awake, though she’d
been at his bedside for at least fifteen minutes.

“Nothing.”

“Don’t give me ‘nothing’, you’ve been moaning and sighing
over there since you arrived. Damn hard to sleep,” Chase complained.

Loren swallowed at his gruffness. In the week she’d known
him, Chase had been all sunshine and smiles. “I’m sorry. If I’m disturbing you,
I can go.” She half rose off her seat before Chase’s cut-up and bruised hand
stayed her in place.

“Don’t go. I don’t really want to be alone right now.”

She sat again, frowning over the despondency she heard in
his voice. “Sure. I’ll stay. Are you up for talking, or do you want quiet?”

“Talk,” he said. “Don’t want to be alone with my thoughts.”

She sifted through some possible topics, but Chase asked
about the Christenson case first. “How are the phone calls going?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Okay. The parents of the other kidnapped
children had nothing but good things to say about First Choice Fertility. They’re
professional, exclusive, get results, yadda yadda. They seemed shocked that
there could be a connection between the clinic and their children going
missing. And I know everyone is worried the longer the baby is missing, the
less likely it is they’ll find him.”

He murmured an agreement. “Is Shep sending someone in my
place back to the fertility clinic?”

“I’m not sure. Yesterday was a bit hectic around here.”

“You’re spot on about the fertility clinic. The connection’s
there. I know it.”

“I know it too.”

“What happened yesterday?”

“Yesterday? Oh. Adam and I brought his brother, Rowan, back
to live on campus.”

Chase sat up then fell against the pillow with a wince and
muffled curse. “Adam has a brother? No shit? How the hell didn’t I know that?”

“He had his reasons for keeping it secret,” she said,
unwilling to share details of Adam’s personal life. She squirmed a little under
Chase’s steady, penetrating gaze, but managed to hold her own.

“You guys are sleeping together again, aren’t you? God damn
it, I’m going to kill that fucker.” Chase tried again to rise off the bed, but
collapsed when Loren pushed him with one hand. His scowl blackened to hurricane
darkness. “As soon as I’m better,” he muttered.

“You will not say a word,” Loren said. “What Adam and I do
together is none of your business.”

“Do you love him?”

“What?” Loren’s voice raised an octave, and her cheeks felt
as if the temperature in the room matched the summer heat outside. She’d deny
it to Chase, but this morning her feelings were a jumble of emotions. What had
started as lust and desire had turned into something more. Much more. Learning
about Adam’s childhood and history had bonded him to her, and she felt
protective of him. If she didn’t love him already, she was well on the road to
it.

She turned to look at Chase’s monitors and the various drip
poles by his bed when she answered. “Love had nothing to do with it. I wanted
him. He wanted me. Period, full stop. And, I believe I mentioned it’s none of
your business.”

“The hell it’s not my business. You’re my sister,” Chase
bellowed from his sick bed. “Loren, you know the way things work around here.”

“What do you mean?” she asked. “The whole genetic matching
thing?” She waved her hand in a dismissive gesture.

“Fuck yeah, the genetic matching thing. Don’t dismiss it.
They will trap you. Keep you here, use you as a breeder and let your sons go
off to fight. Are you okay with that?” A pile of paperbacks crashed from the
nightstand to the floor, losing in a battle with Chase’s sweeping hand.

Loren bent to pick up the books. Anything to keep her hands
busy and stop her from strangling him with his morphine drip tube. “First of
all, stop cursing at me. Why are you angry? Aren’t you part of the Program? I’d
think you would be happy your sister and friend are a match.”

“I’m pissed because I don’t want you to end up like my
mother,” Chase said with a militant expression. “She got nothing but heartbreak
and death from this place. It’s why I’ll never agree to match and breed.” He
started to say something else, but stopped.

Loren sat back down, some of her anger leaking out of her
like a balloon deflating. The history and memories of the men on this campus
were tragic. It seemed that in the Program’s quest to create physically perfect
male specimens, they forgot about the emotional needs of their soldiers.
“You’ll be thrilled to know we’re using protection. I’m not ready to be a
mother yet either. We’re drawn to each other. I like him, but are we in love?”
She shrugged again. “I don’t know.”

They sat, each looking at a different point in the room. The
only noise was the drip of medicines. Suddenly, the door burst open and Adam’s
big body filled the doorway. Loren met his gaze, burning with an intensity that
hadn’t been there before. She felt like a couture dress at a sample sale full
of fashionistas. It was disconcerting to say the least, but she didn’t look
away.

Three strides had him in the room and sweeping her up in his
arms for a prolonged kiss, as if they’d been separated by wartime for years and
not a thirty-minute span. Loren stiffened against him, aware they had a
seething, furious audience, but Adam was persistent, and soon she melted
against him and tugged his head closer to force the kiss deeper.

“Get out,” Chase called from the bed. “I’m already nauseous
and I don’t want to see your ugly mug kissing my sister.”

They broke apart and looked at Chase. Now that Adam was in
the room, Chase made an effort to be his normal, jovial self. Only a trace of
the bitterness and anger he’d put on display for Loren remained buried beneath
his smile. She could see it in his eyes.

Adam seemed to take Chase’s words at face value and tossed
him an achingly beautiful grin. “Glad to see you’re feeling better.” He sat
down in the only chair and pulled Loren onto his lap.

Loren snuggled in, loving the feel of his muscular arms
wrapped around her waist and wondered about his willingness to be openly
affectionate, but decided not to question it and enjoy it. He was all warmth
and strength wrapped up in one dead-sexy package. Adam stroked her thigh in
lazy circles and chatted with Chase about some new weapon, so Loren let her
mind wander until she noticed silence in the room. Adam and Chase had finished
their conversation and were looking at her, waiting for a response. She raised
an eyebrow and sat up in Adam’s arms.

“Ready to go? I need to talk to you.” Adam gave her a gentle
shove to hoist her off his lap.

Loren stood and leaned down to kiss Chase’s forehead. “Feel
better. I’ll bring your iPad by later so you can watch some movies.”

“Thanks.” Chase leaned back against his pillows, eyes
closed.

Loren took Adam’s hand and they strolled out of the room.

“Where to?” she asked.

“Somewhere private.”

“Is the pool private this time of day? I could use a swim.
This must be the hottest day of the summer.” She’d thought fall beckoned a few
days ago, but the humid heat raged full force today.

Adam checked the time on his cell phone. “No, it’s Sunday.
The pool will be full of sixteen-year-old boys wanting nothing more than to
ogle you in a bikini. And then I’d have to kill them and fill out a lot of
tedious paperwork.”

“Point taken,” Loren said. “Where else?”

Adam’s face lit up and he smiled conspiratorially at her.
“Come on. I thought of the perfect place.” He started walking in the opposite
direction of the infirmary exit. They turned down a few corridors, passing
locked-up labs and private offices.

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll see. Trust me.”

“I do,” Loren replied and realized she really meant it. Adam
had gone from complete unknown to trusted lover in a matter of days. This
genetic matching stuff was really something. Normally Loren crossed boyfriends
off her list for minor things like short fingers or bad shoes. Now she realized
she’d been making excuses. No man ever lived up to her ridiculous high standards,
because none of them had been her match. Adam wore the same ratty pants every
day and threw on flip-flops if he wore shoes at all. And it didn’t matter. His
scent, his smile and his deep voice reeled her in at every glance.

Soon he pulled her through double doors, out into the
sunshine and past some large green Dumpsters.

“Ew.” Loren wrinkled her nose. “Where are you taking
me?”

He smiled and pushed his way through a gray, metal door and
into a large kitchen. Loren realized he’d taken them a back way into the
cafeteria. No cooks mixed or stirred, getting ready for a lunch rush. The
cafeteria was closed today. Her stomach grumbled and she realized it was nearly
lunchtime and they’d skipped food for breakfast. Instead they’d chosen to
nibble on something altogether more delectable.

“Lunch. Goody.” She clapped her hands, a delighted smile on
her face.

“Not just any lunch. The lunch of gods.” Adam wound his way
past a gigantic stove and grill of polished stainless steel.

Her reflection bounced off nearly every surface. She’d never
seen such a clean kitchen.

Adam reached a freezer-fridge combo the size of Rhode
Island. He opened the doors with a tug and pulled out some Hershey’s Syrup,
milk and vanilla Haagen Dazs from the left side.

Last time she checked, ice cream sundaes were not on the
FDA-approved food list. Mr. Six-Pack was serving up ice cream for lunch?
Awesome.

“I’m in. Make mine a triple-scoop sundae.”

He chuckled. “I’m not making sundaes.”

Oh. “You’re not?” She hoisted herself up onto a countertop
to watch his easy kitchen movements that told her he’d done this a hundred
times before.

He reached into an upper cabinet and his t-shirt lifted,
revealing a tan, taut stomach. Loren suddenly desired everything he was making
and more.

He yanked down a tall glass blender and placed it on the
countertop next to her. When he caught the direction of her eyes on his body,
he leaned in for a kiss. She spread her legs to wrap and reel him against her,
but the annoying man resisted. He pulled away, turned to a drawer and returned
with an old-fashioned metal ice-cream scoop.

Deftly he filled the blender with scoops of ice cream,
squeezed in a healthy amount of syrup and a splash of milk. A minute or two of
the whirring and shaking, and soon Adam was pouring frothy, chocolate
perfection into tall glass mugs.

She reached for hers to take a sip, but he yanked her glass
away before she could have any.

“Wait for the best part,” he said in response to her pout
and whimper of disappointment. Loren swung her heel against the cabinet while
he returned the syrup, ice cream and milk to the fridge then pulled out the
piece-de-resistance.

“Whipped cream,” Loren exclaimed. “Lay it on me.”

Adam’s grin could only come from the devil. “Oh, I
will…later. For now, drink up.”

He topped her mug with a flourish and slid it across the
counter to her. Once he’d topped his own, he swung up on the countertop
caddy-corner to Loren. Their feet hung close enough to brush toes.

She lifted the deliciously frosty mug to her lips and
sipped. Heaven. Only a true connoisseur understood that the perfect chocolate
milkshake came not from chocolate ice cream, but vanilla mixed with chocolate
syrup. All doubts she’d had about her matching compatibility with Adam were now
signed, sealed and delivered to the nearest Dumpster. Any man who made a treat
this yummy was an all-star in her book.

They smiled at each other over their glass rims and
continued drinking in silence. When she could see the bottom of her mug, Adam
spoke. “I have to leave on a mission.”

“What? When?” She lowered her mug.

“Tomorrow. Shep wants me to check into Chase’s attack and
the fertility clinic.”

“Okay. What time do we leave?”

He frowned. “I said I was leaving on the mission.
Solo. You stay here.”

A tiny remaining drop of milkshake sloshed onto the counter
as she banged her mug down. “Why are you going alone? We’ve been researching
the fertility clinic together, so I should come too.” She told herself her
anxiety about going stemmed from a desire to write her article, but deep down
she knew the truth. She wasn’t ready to be separated from Adam.

He scowled. “You think I’d bring you into an unknown,
potentially dangerous situation, especially after Chase’s attack?”

“But it’s okay for you to go?”

“I’m trained for this. It’s what I do and I’ll be on my
guard since we know someone is watching our movements.”

She fiddled with the handle of her mug, trying to think of
arguments to have him bring her along, but his point was valid. She didn’t have
combat training, and the last thing she wanted was to be a liability and cause
Adam to get hurt. That thought made fear claw at her gut, and it wasn’t the
sixteen-plus ounces of lactose she’d just inhaled. “I thought you were the
brains of the operations. Doesn’t that mean you stay behind the front lines?”

He frowned and lowered his glass. “Often, but not this time.
Chase’s attack caught us completely off guard. Shep and Keel think I’m the best
person for the job.”

“Can’t Gavin or Xander take care of it?” She’d met both men,
and they seemed more than capable of handling any task.

He shifted on the countertop and stared at a point behind
her when he answered. “Xander is coming along, but my particular analytical
ability is needed in this situation. If there is a leak in our organization or
a connection between the fertility clinic and the Christenson kidnapping, I’ll
be the fastest to see it.”

She opened her mouth to argue then stopped. What was she
doing? She’d lived on her own for years and never begged a man for anything.
She was coming dangerously close to it now. “Okay. Fine. See you when you get
back.” She hopped off the counter and carried her cup to the sink to rinse it
out.

“Loren, stop. Don’t shut me out. I’m not leaving until
tomorrow night.” His voice carried a tone that hinted at what he wanted to do
during his twenty-odd hours until he left.

She smiled with her back to him and continued rinsing out
her mug. Her swipes with the sponge became less hurried and more languorous.
She felt rather than heard him come up from behind to turn the spigot off.
Together, their hands guided the mug to the bottom of the sink basin. His lips
nibbled a path from her earlobe down her neck to her exposed shoulder, and his
hands came around her front. One palmed her nipples and the other ran a finger
around the vee in her crotch.

“Mmmm.” She arched her butt into his growing erection, which
prodded her rear. At that moment, she wanted to take her man standing up in the
kitchen. “Will you miss me?” she asked as his hands caressed key parts of her
body.

His hands froze in place and she could feel him pulling
away, both physically and emotionally. “Don’t do that, Loren. We had a great
night, but nothing’s changed. I can’t be the man you want.”

She spun to glare at him. “Who is this mythical man you
think I want so badly? I don’t want you to father a dozen kids on me. At this
moment in time, I want you, your body, your company. That’s it.”

He scowled and looked as if he were going to argue again,
but all at once an image of her parents embracing, and her mom peering out the
window as Dad drove away on one of his many overseas trips, entered her memory
bank.

Adam’s job spelled danger. For him, a trip meant intrigue
and backstabbing, not boondoggles at fancy restaurants and linen-sheeted
hotels. She didn’t want to pick a fight if he were leaving in twenty hours. She
stepped closer for a passionate kiss. When she finally pulled back, she
whispered, “If you won’t say it, I will. I’ll miss you.” I love you
remained locked away for now.

He didn’t respond and simply nodded then stepped back. “Come
on. I have to go pack.” He turned and headed out of the kitchen.

Loren stared after him. She watched his back for a few more
seconds until he turned with a devastatingly warm grin. “I’ll miss you too.”

* * * * *

“Blacker. Adam Blacker.” Keel glanced around the parking
lot, confident no other drivers recognized him. His sunglasses and Orioles hat
disguised his features even more.

“Excellent.” Paulson’s voice oozed pleasure at the news
another test subject was coming his way.

As for him, he was thrilled it was Adam he was handing over
to Paulson. Blacker was too damn smart and suspicious of him. After his scare
with all three Blacker men, he needed to remove Adam. Once Adam’s mind cleared
of his lust for Loren Stanton, he was sure to discover his financial misdeeds
toward his family. Then there’d be trouble.

“Will you be taking a blood test, or will more be involved?”
he asked, hoping he wouldn’t have to spell his wishes outright, but he wanted
Blacker to disappear.

“Hmm, Keel. Do I hear anticipation in your voice? Are you
hoping this Blacker doesn’t return to Beltsville?”

“It would make my life easier,” he admitted. Shep had
originally planned to send Gavin to London, but he’d convinced him Adam would
be better suited to weed out Chase’s attacker and look into the fertility
clinic. “You’ve got the flight info? They’re sending Xander on a private plane.
Blacker will actually be on United flight 958 getting into Heathrow tomorrow.
Only insiders know that information. Get this job done right.”

“Don’t order me around, Keel. You should see your money
tomorrow evening if all goes as planned and Adam Blacker will be my permanent
guest.”



Dear William,



I think Adam lost his virginity last night. He thinks I
don’t know, but I still remember what it sounds like when two bodies lay
together on an old sofa. Part of me is sad he lost his innocence to a girl who
is not his destiny and part of me is thrilled to pieces. He won’t be bound by
the same rules that governed us when you took my virginity on an old couch. Not
if I can help it.



Diane



First Choice Fertility Clinic, just outside London



Today couldn’t be his day to die. He always expected death
on the job, but damn it, Adam refused to accept it now that someone waited for
him back home. Loren’s soft, loving eyes swept into his mind and he closed his
eyes to relive his last moments with her.

Things had gone according to plan at first. He’d exited his
plane at Heathrow with no issues, got the rental car and headed to the hotel.
Step three was where things went to hell in the proverbial hand basket. He’d
slid his card key into his hotel room door, entered, and something stabbed him
in the side, knocking him out nearly at once. Hard. When he’d come to, he’d
been trussed, lying on a gurney totally nude in what looked like an operating
room.

His abduction only confirmed his suspicion there was a
traitor in his circle. The question now was who on the team of insiders knew
he’d ditched the private jet with Xander to fly economy on United to Heathrow?
None of those guys were stupid. They obviously didn’t expect him to return
alive to squeal so they’d felt comfortable selling him out.

Fuck.

His wrists and ankles chafed badly by the unworn leather
locked around them, but it didn’t stop him from struggling against them. He
planned to go down fighting. Maybe he’d die also, but he’d take as many of his
unknown enemies with him. They had to unlock him sometime, if only to let him
go to the bathroom. Then again, he was naked so perhaps they didn’t care what
he did about his bodily functions.

“He’s awake.” A gigantic, apelike man in a fancy suit with a
navy striped tie, said. A thick North London accent made a mockery of the
smooth power-player image.

Adam eyed the stranger, choosing to remain silent and see
what came his way. Another man, also in a suit, but with a red tie came over to
stand above him.

His attackers may have been twins, since Adam could barely
distinguish them apart other than their clothes. They each stood over six feet
four inches with hands the size and approximate shape of baseball mitts. They
didn’t relate to each other like brothers, but then, both did little more than
grunt.

They could be the same crew who attacked Chase, but Chase
hadn’t mentioned Bond Street dressers or North London accents. But then, he’d
been attacked from behind and may have been out before catching or hearing a
glimpse of his attackers.

He waited for them to speak, but Red Tie left the room,
mentioning something about a doctor. “Don’t see what the big deal is.” Striped
Tie grinned down at him with an overly long look at his exposed genitals.

Adam gazed back at the stranger, trying to show no fear or
annoyance at being exposed like this.

“Where am I?” Adam strived for a conversational tone. If he
thought showing fear or anger would’ve accomplished anything, he would’ve done
it, but the suited men seemed like bullies and would get their rocks off on
Adam’s fear.

“Shut yer mouf.”

His question earned him a jab in the side above his hip.
Adam vowed to sever the man’s spine as soon as the opportunity presented
itself. Keep calm. Stay alive long enough to create an opportunity. He
studied his surroundings, no detail too small for his trained eye. Two doors.
One was the exit, the other was likely the bathroom.Shep had demanded
every operative be trained relentlessly for a hostage situation, so that SOP
became rote. Adam remembered bitching and moaning about sleeping on cold
concrete floors tied in ropes, but now he was grateful for every second he’d
rehearsed. By pretending his current situation was nothing more than a dress
rehearsal, he felt a miniscule glimmer of hope he’d be back in Beltsville in
bed with Loren by the end of the week. It was enough to keep him fighting.

Adam turned his head as best he could when the door opened
and a woman in scrubs entered the room. Unexpected, to say the least. Extreme
fear pulsed in his gut. A medical professional could do a lot of damage and
still keep him alive to feel every bit of pain. A minute later, the door opened
again and Red Tie entered, escorting an older man. The doctor and the suited
apes he could take out no problem, but attacking a senior citizen was like
hitting a woman or a puppy. But he knew treachery came in all shapes, sizes and
ages. This old man could be the most dangerous of all, despite his fragile
appearance.

Red Tie escorted the man to a plush chair that was pulled
from a corner and assisted him down. Then Red Tie took up the position on the
side of the armchair as a sentry.

“Soldier.” The old man acknowledged him with an inclined
head and a modicum of respect.

Adam raised a brow and waited.

“Have you figured out why you’re here yet?” the old man
asked.

Adam stared. Give nothing away, not even his panic about
what torture they had on the agenda.

“What do you think of my creations? Your brethren?” The old
man gestured to his sides at his guards.

Adam allowed one eye to flicker at the two ape sentries. Brethren?
He channeled Chase’s bravado and insouciance from across the pond.“They
seem fine. It’ll be a shame when I kill them,” he drawled, trying to relax back
on the hospital bed as if he’d been interrupted from nap time.

The old man scowled and Red Tie took a step toward him. He’d
poked a hot spot.

“Don’t mock them, they are stronger then you’ll ever be. My
science was always more advanced than Rovinsky’s pursuit of ethical humanity.”

Adam forced himself to take a breath, though it took every
ounce of discipline not to shout at the old man and demand answers. “You
mentioned Doctor Rovinsky’s name, so I assume you know who and what I am.” He
forced his tone to be even and calm, but shock penetrated every pore as
recognition dawned. The old man had to be Doctor Paulson, cofounder of the
Program. Rumor had it he was an unethical megalomaniac, but then, history was
written by the winners.

“I see you’ve figured out who I am,” Doctor Paulson told
him.

Adam gave a slight nod. What in hell could Doctor Paulson
want with him? He could think of only a few possibilities, none of them good.
He struggled against the restraints at his wrists and ankles even harder. “How
did you know I was going to be in London?” Adam asked, dying to know who’d
ratted him out.

“Easy.” The doctor shrugged. “We have our resources, but
they’ve been loyal to us, so we’ll show our spy the same courtesy. I suppose we
can tell you where you are, since you’ll never be leaving. I brought you to my
fertility clinic, because I need your help. All these years I’ve watched Doctor
Rovinsky’s creations perform missions without failure. Certain organizations
have as well. The Program was the worst-kept secret in the circles your
government labels terrorists. Those organizations wanted their own enhanced
soldiers and they came to me, but time and again, my creations displayed
appalling deficits in creative thinking and had a tendency toward being sociopaths.
They were un-trainable and unsellable. I now know, and am ashamed to admit that
my former colleague, Rovinsky, was right. Children need parents, and I give
them parents. For the recommended first year anyway.”

Horror filled Adam as he processed Paulson’s words. It was
worse than any scenario he could’ve imagined. Talk about sociopath. Paulson was
creating an army and selling it to the highest bidder, not to mention, ripping
apart families. The idea of terrorist groups owning genetically enhanced
soldiers sent a shock wave of panic through him. He had to get out of here.
Shep needed to know. Hell, the president needed to know. For a horrible minute,
his highly functioning brain froze, but he forced a breath and concentrated on
the shortest path to escape. “Why am I here?” he asked conversationally.
“Sounds like you’ve got a system down since you’ve got Ambassador Christenson’s
kid, right?”

Paulson didn’t confirm or deny Adam’s suspicion about
Christenson’s son. “Our last sperm donor was too weak. The results were subpar.
Your sperm will be strong enough.”

He forgot about the restraints for one blinding moment and
tried to sit up, only to get about an inch off the table.

“There’s no need to panic,” Paulson said. “We’ll try to make
it as pleasurable as possible.”

“You can’t force me.” He struggled to shout over his
tightening lungs.

Paulson slowly gained his feet and approached the table. “I
think you’ll find we can, Mr. Blacker.” He turned to the woman in the lab coat
and murmured something to her that Adam couldn’t catch. Then Paulson and his
goons walked toward the exit.

“Joke’s on you, Paulson. My DNA is flawed. Any soldiers you
breed from me may be too,” he shouted at their backs.

Neither Paulson nor the bodyguards turned at his words,
leaving him alone with his mounting panic.





Chapter Eleven



Loren jogged up to the main office, hoping to get any sort
of status update on Adam’s mission. She hated living with this worry for Adam,
who hadn’t checked in even once yet. She found Gavin, Shep and Commander Keel
lounging in the lobby of the main office building. A glass pitcher of iced tea
stood sweating on the wooden table. As soon as she appeared, Gavin rose to
greet her and give her his seat. She ignored his hospitality and faced the
three men with a frown.

“Loren, how’re you doing?” Shep asked amiably.

His complacency annoyed her. How dare he hang around sipping
iced tea when Adam remained in danger? The three men should be standing in a
dark room filled with monitoring computers like on TV. “Fine. I’m fine, but I’m
really worried about Adam. Have you heard from him?”

“Not yet.” Shep shrugged. The three men exchanged glances
that had her balling her fists and holding down a yell of annoyance.

“I’m sure Adam’s okay. The RFID on his suitcase is tracking
in the hotel room, where he’s supposed to be. He’d call if he needed backup.
And Xander’s with him.”

“But what if he can’t call?” she asked.

Again with the looks.

This time Keel tried in a reasonable tone. “Ms. Stanton,
this is not a combat mission for Adam. It’s a research trip. Thanks to Chase’s
attack, Adam and Xander know to be on guard. He’ll call when he has something
to report. It’s common for our soldiers to go off-line, especially if they
don’t want calls to the Washington metro area tracked.”

She took a deep breath, comforted a bit that the experts
were relaxed. She decided to trust them. If they weren’t worried she wouldn’t
be either and would do something useful like visit her brother.

* * * * *

“Give Adam a break,” Chase advised. He sat up in bed, eating
a large late breakfast. His bruises faded away as rapidly as the pancakes on
his plate. “He knows what he’s doing. Stop worrying.”

She’d hoped Chase would take her mind off the nagging fear
Adam was in trouble. She bit her lip. Maybe she wasn’t cut out to be a military
girlfriend or wife, smiling at overseas missions and cooing over injuries upon
the male’s return. It was a nice goal in principle, but in practice, she wanted
to pace and panic over the gut knowledge he was in danger.

She hated that when she’d spoken of her concern, Adam had
not texted or called her. Commander Shepard dismissed her and reminded her Adam
was one of the best operatives who would surely proceed with standard alerting
practices if he were in danger. But Loren knew he was in a place where he
couldn’t contact the home base.

“Hey. Did you hear me?” Chase nudged her thigh with his toe.
“If you can’t handle this life, you need to get out now.”

She looked at her brother, understanding his position all
too clearly. Chase understood the meaning of broken family better than anyone
else she knew. He made a good point. It wasn’t fair to lead Adam on. “I’m not
sure how serious it is though. Adam is totally opposed to marriage and
children. Maybe it’s just sex.”

Chase winced. “Please don’t use the s-word about yourself.
It’s like you’re my sister or something. But don’t bullshit yourself. I see the
way the two of you look at each other. You’re cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs for each
other.”

Loren gave a reluctant smile at his offbeat humor. “I can’t
seem to shake the feeling something is wrong and Adam is in trouble.”

The door cracked open and Rowan peeked his head around.
“Chase?” His gaze found Loren’s and brightened. “Hey, girl.” He entered the
room fully, shutting the door behind him.

“What are you doing here?” Rowan and Loren both asked each
other at the same time.

“Chase is my brother.”

“I didn’t know that. I got a message he wanted to see me.”

Rowan walked over to one of the many chairs now circling
Chase’s bed and collapsed into it. “What’s up, dude? I’m Rowan. Adam’s
brother.”

The two men eyed each other. “Why did you want to see me?”
Rowan asked.

Chase shrugged, his movement much smoother now as he healed.
“Boredom. I never knew Adam had a brother and I consider him a good friend.”

If his words hurt Rowan, he didn’t show it. “Nice to meet
you. What happened to you? Car accident?”

Chase smiled. “Something like that.”

Rowan frowned. “Will Adam look like he’s been in an accident
whenever he gets back from wherever he’s disappeared to?”

Loren shuddered and Chase scowled.

“Watch your mouth, man. She’s been moaning all morning about
how worried she is about your brother.”

Rowan faced her. “I’m sick of all the mystery around here. I
finally know where my brother lives and works, but I’m still kept in the dark.
Do you know where he went?”

She nodded.

“Is it a dangerous mission?”

“Well, it shouldn’t be. But I can’t shake the feeling
something’s wrong.”

Rowan sat up straight. “You’re his match, right?”

“What?”

“I’ve only been here a day, but I’ve been briefed. Have you
slept with him?”

She rolled her eyes. “What is it with everyone thinking they
have a right to my personal life today?”

“I have a right if it means helping my brother,” Rowan said
with a hard edge in his voice.

“How would our sleeping together help him?”

“Because you’re connected,” Chase said. “Rowan’s right.
Maybe we shouldn’t be dismissive of her fear Adam’s in trouble.”

“I agree,” Rowan said.

“What do we do?” she asked.

“Go see Shep,” Chase advised.

“Already done. He totally ignored my concerns.”

“Then we take it on ourselves and go on a rescue mission if
needed,” Rowan said, already on his feet and at the door. “Nice meeting you,
Chase. I’ll be back later.”

Loren followed Rowan to the door then turned to her brother.
“Let’s try Shep one more time. Maybe if I remind him about the match intuition
thing, he’ll listen.”

They raced down the hall to where she’d last seen Shep
throwing back iced tea, but he was no longer there. They checked his office to
no avail, and then heard voices from one of the conference rooms. Rowan threw
open the door and gestured she should enter. The room was filled to capacity
and every computer screen was on and half the men in the room spoke in low
voices on cell phones while Shep, Gavin and Adam’s dad huddled around the
center conference table speaking in low, harsh whispers.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

All heads turned her way then bent back over their work.
Shep strode over. “You need to leave.”

“What? Why?” Anger and fear started boiling low in her
belly.

“Because you are not an official member of this
organization.” He turned away from her, but she latched on to his forearm.

“Tell me, is it Adam? Is he all right?”

For a moment Shep’s gaze softened. “We had a call from
Xander. Adam did not show at their preplanned meeting spot. He is not in the
hotel room either.”

The air whooshed out of her lungs and she swayed on
her feet, but forced herself to stay standing. If she showed weakness, they’d
never let her stay. Rowan stepped forward with dark shadows clouding his
expression. “What are you doing to find him?”

“Everything we can. I promise you,” Shep said.

“Are you checking out the fertility clinic?” Loren asked.

“For now our focus is on the hotel room. Adam checked in,
and we will be sending a team to sweep it for any clues.”

“You don’t need to waste time doing that. He’s at the
fertility clinic. I know it.” Her grip on Shep’s arm tightened.

He removed his arm from her claw-like grasp. “Loren, you’re
a civilian journalist. We are the professionals. Let us do our jobs. Please
leave us to it.” He turned back to the assembled men, obviously dismissing the
two of them.

“If I were his wife, would you let me stay? Would you listen
to me?”

Shep glanced back. “If you were his wife, we would certainly
keep you informed every step of the way. As you’ve made no formal commitment to
the Program or Adam, we owe you nothing.”

She felt as if she’d been slapped. “C’mon,” Rowan murmured
and slung his arm around her waist as he guided her out of the room. Neither
noticed that William followed close on their heels.

“Son. Wait a minute,” William called after they’d left the
command room behind.

Rowan halted their progress and turned her to see Adam’s
father hurrying toward them.

Worry was painted all over the older man’s face. “Where are
you two going?”

She glanced up at Adam’s brother. “Back to Chase’s room?”
Chase could help them plan what to do. She was at a loss. Shep was obviously
going to keep them out of the loop and there was no way she’d hide out in
Beltsville while Adam was in danger.

“I’m coming with you,” William said.

The three of them burst into Chase’s recovery room where
they were met with a wide grin that quickly turned into a frown.

“What happened?” he asked.

“Adam’s…”

“Adam’s gone missing,” Rowan finished for her when tears
caught in her throat, limiting her ability to speak.

She swallowed and tried to calm down enough to talk.
“Shepard is focusing on the hotel room and ignoring the fertility clinic.”

Chase tsked.

“I know. I think it’s stupid also. What do we do?” Loren asked.

“We go to the fertility clinic,” Rowan said. “And I’m going
to need someone to catch me up and tell me what the hell Adam is doing
at a fertility clinic.”

Adrenaline started pumping and a focused calm took over her
brain as Chase quickly briefed him. Rowan was right. If Shep wouldn’t
investigate the fertility clinic, they would. After all, she and Rowan weren’t
official members of the Program. They were under no obligation to follow
orders. “I agree,” she said and turned to William. “You?”

He nodded. “Legally, I’m obligated to follow Shep’s chain of
command, but I support you one hundred percent. In fact, I’ll put together the
money to get you two on the soonest flight to Heathrow.”

“Thanks, Dad,” Rowan said.

William acknowledged Rowan’s endearment with a small smile,
but remained outwardly focused on rescuing his eldest son.

“I’ll call Xander and get his take. He’s on the ground in
London and you’ll need him if you’re going to do a little B and E at the
fertility clinic,” Chase said.

“We’re not going to sneak in,” she said. “We’re going to
make an appointment. Right, honey?” she asked Rowan with a meaningful stare.

“Huh?” Rowan frowned then grinned. “Oh, yeah, darling. Is my
little honeypie sad because she wants a baby and can’t get one from my swimmers?”

“You better believe it.” She smiled at Rowan’s quick
comprehension and acceptance of her plan to pose as a married couple to get
into the clinic.

“I’ll get you on a plane,” William said. “You make the call
to the clinic, Loren. Chase, get Xander on board. Rowan, go pack, and if anyone
sees you with a suitcase, tell them you’re bringing more stuff from home now
that you’re moving on campus.”

“You’ll need a suit,” Chase advised, “if you’re acting like
a wealthy couple with fertility issues. Adam’s suit will be too short for you.
Take one of mine. Apartment 420. Door’s open. No one bothers locking around
here since most residents could pick nearly any lock in seconds.”

Rowan saluted then left the room.

Loren raced out and back after retrieving her laptop with
all her information about the clinic. She and William got busy making phone
calls. William borrowed Rowan’s phone so no evidence of his misdeed would be on
record. Loren used her laptop’s voice-over IP option since she didn’t want the
clinic to be able to trace the call back. Any claims of being a wealthy power
couple would be immediately shot down if the clinic did a simple internet
search on the number popping up in their caller ID.

“No luck,” she said a few minutes later, hanging up in
disappointment. “There’s a six-month waiting list to get in.” She slumped into
her chair, debating what to do next.

“Call in a favor,” Chase said. “Would Ambassador Christenson
get you in?”

“Don’t think so. He doesn’t know me, but one of the other
families I spoke to may help.” She scrolled through her list of other families
she and Adam had called and found the name she was looking for. Marilyn Rutger
was one of the moms who had used First Choice to impregnate her. She was a
single mother and founder of a large European cosmetics company. She had both
the clout and sympathetic nature to possibly be willing to help Loren. She
glanced at her watch and made some quick calculations. It was midmorning here,
so there was a good chance Marilyn would still be at the office and have time
to pull some strings at First Choice. Loren got busy dialing.

“Marilyn Rutger, please,” she said to the pleasant voice
playing gatekeeper for the woman. After a few rebuffs, Loren was able to talk
her way onto Marilyn’s direct line. She quickly made her request, lying through
her teeth about her sudden need to get into the clinic. It helped that she and
Adam had made all their research calls in the guise of a married couple looking
to have children and researching their options. Marilyn was pleased she’d made
a decision to go with First Choice.

Loren said nothing about her suspicions that the clinic was
a front for more nefarious purposes. If her theory were way off base, she’d
have started a rumor with a powerful woman with access to mainstream media.
Better to say nothing of her suspicions and possibly get a huge lead into where
the missing children were.

It went far easier than expected. Marilyn had her
administrative assistant make the call to the clinic and a few minutes later,
Loren smiled down at the email confirming their appointment time at First
Choice.

* * * * *

“Try to relax, Mr. Blacker,” the doctor said, pulling some
latex gloves over her hands. Her eyes were sad, but her body language was all
professional as she reached for him.

Adam closed his eyes and visualized the last gunshot wound
he’d inflicted, the smell of the gym after a day of working out, his mother’s
funeral, the odd little nub where Rowan’s arm was supposed to be…anything to
stop from feeling the doctor’s hand on his dick, stroking it to hardness. His
stomach lurched and he thought he might vomit. In all the worst-case scenarios
Shep had forced them to drill, getting hand-raped by a total stranger had never
even entered the realm of possibilities.

He cursed his gender as he felt the blood rushing to his
groin, swelling his shaft. It was simple biology. His stupid penis was going to
respond when the passably attractive doctor gave him a decent hand job. It was
his worst nightmare. He’d been dead-set against getting Loren, his genetic
match, pregnant. He sure as hell was terrified of fathering children under
forced circumstances and letting them be raised by strangers and then
conscripted into an evil army.

He couldn’t let himself come. It was that simple. He focused
on the poor parents who’d pay Paulson’s clinic to be implanted with a
fertilized egg they thought was their own creation. Instead it would be the DNA
of Adam and another woman. Paulson nor the doctor had said anything, but he
suspected they had frozen eggs from hundreds of women, probably college-age
girls volunteering their eggs for money. He’d seen the ads in the newspaper.
He’d lay odds they’d analyzed the DNA to ensure a good match with his. It might
be a good match, but it wouldn’t be perfect. There was only one person who was
his perfect match and that was Loren.

At the thought of her back home in Beltsville, his body went
haywire. His heart pounded, a lump formed in his throat and he felt his cock
soften.

“What happened?” the doctor asked, tugging faster. “Why did
you lose your erection?”

He remained silent with his eyes shut, focused on Loren,
keeping a clear picture of her in his mind. As long as he concentrated on her,
he maintained control of his body. His panic gave way to laughter. There’d be
no children. Not until he allowed it.

“Relax,” she muttered. Her whisper tickled his ear. “This is
the easy method. Please let me do this.”

The doctor tried for a few more minutes but eventually
stepped away from the table and left the room. His solitude didn’t last long unfortunately.
She returned in minutes bringing Paulson and both his goons in tow.

“The doctor says she’s having some trouble,” Paulson said.

The derisive laughter of the bodyguards bounced off the
sterile tile of the room, grating Adam’s ears, but he didn’t respond to their
taunts or threats.

“Have you suffered from erectile dysfunction your whole
life?” the female doctor asked.

His only response was to raise his middle finger from his
fist under the leather restraint.

Paulson rubbed his chin with an age-spotted, wrinkled hand.
“I don’t believe that’s the problem here. My inside contact in Beltsville
neglected to mention you were matched. Is that the case here?”

Adam refused to answer. Nothing about his life was the
business of this psychopath. He didn’t know why thinking of Loren gave him the
ability to control his arousal, but he wasn’t going to question the gift, nor
was he going to share any helpful tips with his captors.

“I surmise by your silence I am correct.” Paulson smiled.
“This presents an exciting change of plans. I will have my contact get your
match to us at the first opportunity. I don’t know why I didn’t think of
getting a matched couple in the first place.”

At Paulson’s threat, he started struggling for real against
his bonds. Loren in this foul place?

Not. Going. To. Happen.

Obscenities flew from his mouth as he thrashed against the
leather like a wild animal trapped in a cage. “You won’t touch her, Paulson.
I’ll fucking kill you and burn this place to the ground before that happens.”

Both goons stepped toward him with violence promised on
their expressions.

“My dear boy,” Paulson said, “I don’t see how you’ll stop
me. Calm him down, boys, but don’t hurt him too badly. Stay above his hips.”

The motherfucker left and his two henchmen stepped closer.

Adam smiled. This he could handle. He welcomed the
pain. It matched his emotional state right now. “Bring it, gents.”

An unknown time later he woke, no longer strapped to the
gurney in the exam room. He was in a small cell, about eight-feet square. There
was nothing in the room other than a thin mattress on the floor and a
prison-style toilet. Nothing covered the mattress, not even a blanket. Smart of
his enemies. He could’ve easily used a sheet or blanket to strangle the next
person who walked in the door.

He tried to look down at his bodily damage and groaned at
the pain that rippled down his side. He was still naked. Again, someone with
his training could turn nearly anything into a weapon, including a pair of
pants. He had broken ribs, definitely. He only hoped there was no internal
bleeding. A quick swipe of his mouth revealed a loosened tooth. He forced
himself to crawl to the toilet and spit some blood into the bowl.

And…shit to the nth degree, his balls felt sore and heavy.
The doctor must have done something while he was unconscious. Fucking hell,
they got their sperm sample.

Why the hell had he taunted Paulson’s apes? Because he was a
hotheaded idiot. That’s why. But when they’d blithely threatened Loren, all
rational thought had fled. He sat back on the mattress and took stock of his
surroundings and any new benefits he had going for him. As far as he could tell
it was a wait-and-see game. Someone knew what they were doing when they
outfitted the room. There was nothing he saw as a potential weapon, and he’d
received high marks for his creativity in his “weapons from thin air” class.
“Shit,” he muttered.

He lowered down onto the mattress and found the resting
position that hurt the least when a soft thump sounded through the wall on his
right. He sat up quickly then cursed at the renewed wave of pain. “Hello?”

“Is someone there?” A soft, feminine voice with a British
accent came through the wall.

“Hello?” Adam called back softly in case there were guards
who discouraged conversation between inmates.

“Who are you?” the voice asked.

“My name is Adam. Are you a prisoner here?”

Silence.

“I’m one too. It’s okay, you can trust me,” Adam encouraged,
even though he wasn’t sure if he should trust her.

“I am.”

“How long have you been here?” he asked.

“What month is it?” she asked.

“July.” He waited while an outburst of sobs echoed through
the wall.

“I’ve been here nearly three months.”

“What’s your name?”

“Emma,” she said. “Emma Harrison.”

“Don’t cry, Emma. I’m going to get us out of here.”

She blew her nose. “You don’t think I’ve tried?”

“I’m sure you have. Do you know why they kidnapped you in
the first place?”

There was a long silence, which he occupied by imagining all
sorts of scenarios a young woman might find herself in. He promised himself
Loren would never find herself in Emma’s position.

“It’s my fault. I was stupid,” Emma said.

“What happened?”

“I was at university and a girlfriend told me I could make
good money donating an egg to a clinic. She’d done it and made nearly seven
thousand pounds. Way more than I made tending pub. But I had to think on it,
you know?”

He murmured encouragement for her to continue.

“It was unsettling to think I could have a child that was
part of me wandering around Europe but never know it. But I needed the money. I
came and got tested.”

“And they took you then?”

“No. My friends knew I’d come that day. It would have been
too easy to trace my disappearance back to here. I didn’t get taken until a few
nights later. They’d given me fifty pounds and I went dancing with some friends
to celebrate, because they said I seemed like a great candidate and would
probably get through the whole testing process and make thousands.”

“And you were thirsty, got a drink from the bar and the next
thing you remember is waking up here.”

“How did you know?”

“It’s what I would’ve done if I wanted to take a girl. It’s
too easy to carry a supposedly drunk girl out of a night club and have no one
question you.”

“I wonder if my friends are still looking or if they gave
up. My flat mate can’t make rent without me. I’m sure my room is let.”

“We will help you,” Adam promised. “My team will come get us
out and we’ll help you get your life back.” At least he prayed it were true. He
could take Paulson’s two goons, but even he couldn’t break through metal doors
with high-tech locks. He would need backup from his team if he ever wanted to
see home again, but he worried they wouldn’t find him in this hidden cell at
the fertility clinic. “Are you ever let out of your cell?”

Emma fell silent. Adam was about to let her keep her secrets
when she spoke. “I’m allowed a daily walk down the hall, and of course I’m
taken out for my exams and meds.”

The note of depression rang deeply in her voice. “What kind
of exams?” he asked.

“World history,” she snapped. “It’s a fertility clinic, what
kind of exams do you think? They shoot me up with drugs every day and I’m
pretty sure I’ve gained a stone from them.”

“Emma, I’m sorry.”

“And I don’t know what happened the last time.”

“Last time?”

“The two big guys restrained me and the doctor put me under
general anesthesia.” She released a sob. “When I came to, I was sore and weak.
Anything could’ve happened, Adam. Anything.”

He wanted to knock his way through the wall to put a
comforting arm around the girl. “I’m sure they didn’t rape you if that’s what
you’re worried about. I think Paulson wouldn’t allow any threat to your
reproductive system. They probably just took your eggs.”

“Thanks, that makes me feel ever so much better.”

“We’re going to get out. I promise.”

“If you say so,” she said, but he could hear the doubt in
her voice. “Why are you here?” she asked.

“Same reason as you. They want my DNA. They’re creating an
army.”

“Oh God. Oh…”

No sounds other than sobs came through the wall. Adam
crawled away from the wall, leaving Emma to a moment of privacy for her grief,
and lay on the mattress, gathering strength for whatever came next. He hoped
food. He hadn’t eaten anything since his light meal on the airplane. A hunger
growl rolled up his stomach, causing pain through his bruised body.

He lay on the mattress for what felt like hours staring up
at the dismal light bulb on the ceiling. The Program’s training told him to
seize the opportunity for sleep, especially since he didn’t know if there’d be
another opportunity. A beaten, hungry operative was head and shoulders better
than a beaten, hungry, tired operative. But sleep proved elusive and he
couldn’t relax his body enough to snooze.

For one, he was worried about Loren. If Paulson had managed
to capture him, which was no easy feat, an untrained woman shouldn’t prove to
be much difficulty. He would commit murder for a phone right now or any way to
place a warning call back to Shep to keep Loren on lockdown. But he had nothing
other than his thoughts.

* * * * *

Loren smiled at the customs agent and tried not to glance
nervously at Rowan next to her. He was using one of Adam’s passports and
William had assured them it would work. She tugged her bag over her shoulder
and then crossed her fingers on that same hand. She inched closer to Rowan, trying
to make it look as though they were an old married couple on holiday. Did
agents always take long or look at the passport photos so carefully?

Rowan admittedly had never been out of the country before,
and had only been on an airplane once. However none of that showed as he’d
boarded the plane and slept with the apparent ease of a seasoned road-warrior.

“When did you lose your arm?” the agent asked.

“Eighteen months ago. Car accident. This is our first
vacation since the accident,” Rowan replied easily. He smiled down at her and
took her hand. She squeezed his back.

“We’re thrilled he’s healthy enough to travel now. For a
while we weren’t sure he’d make it.” She injected all the love and fear she
thought a wife would have about her injured husband into her words. It was too
easy, since all she had to do was draw on her escalating fear for Adam.

“Glad to hear you’re up and about again. Welcome to the UK,”
the border guard said as he stamped the passports and waved them through.

“Thank you,” Rowan said, releasing her hand to scoop up the
processed passports. As soon as they entered the crowd of people shuffling
toward baggage claim, Loren released her first full breath since the plane
touched down. They’d made it past the first hurdle. Now all they had to do was
rendezvous with Xander, find Adam, possibly fight their way free and escape
back to the US. Easy peasy, no problem.

“Want to share the joke?” Rowan asked. “I could use a
laugh.”

She shook her head. “Just borderline hysterics.”

“I hear you. I nearly bolted when that guard started
questioning my arm.”

“Really?” she asked. “You played it cool. I had no idea you
were nervous.”

“Didn’t you feel my hand? Coulda mopped a floor with it, I
was sweating bullets.”

“Well it didn’t show.” She stopped to scan the overhead
directional signs. “Come on. Taxi line’s this way.”

“Xander is meeting us?”

“Yes.” She glanced at her watch. “I’ll text him now.” She
pulled out the international cell phone Chase had loaned her and sent Xander
the message that they had landed and would meet him in roughly an hour at the
hotel. She planned on trying to sleep, though the likelihood was slim. Tomorrow
they had their appointment at the fertility clinic where she hoped they’d find
Adam. How they’d do it, she wasn’t sure. It wasn’t as if they could ask if the
clinic had kidnapped any six-foot soldiers recently. She hoped Xander had a
plan.

* * * * *

“Paulson?” Keel whispered into the phone, despite being
alone in his house.

“Yes, Keel.” The doctor sounded bored.

“You have Adam?”

“Of course, but I’m disappointed in you.”

“What? Why?”

“You neglected to mention that Mr. Blacker is matched.”

“I didn’t know it mattered.”

“It does. We need his match,” Paulson snapped. “We managed
to get a sample anyway, but it’s better if we have the egg of his match.”

Keel winced and tried not to imagine how they’d managed to
get a sperm sample from an unwilling Adam. He thought quickly. Loren seemed to
trust him. It shouldn’t be too much of a problem to get her on a plane to
London. “How much?”

“One hundred thousand.”

He tsked. “Adam was worth a million. Surely you can find a
little extra for his match.”

“Don’t get greedy, Keel. We don’t absolutely need her. We
have other methods at our disposal, but the final product will be better if
it’s from a perfectly matched couple. I can go as high as two fifty.”

“Done.” He smiled, already feeling the island sun beating
down on his skin.

“We have access to a private jet. It will be waiting at
Dulles. Get Blacker’s woman there, and you’ll get your money.”

* * * * *

Xander did have a plan. Loren tried not to yawn as he laid
it out for her and Rowan in the hotel room. To maintain appearances as a
wealthy couple, they’d booked a suite at The Savoy. Rowan had promised her the
bed. She eyed it greedily, trying for Adam’s sake to concentrate on Xander’s
plan, but jet lag was hitting hard. To stay focused she got up to stroll the
room, pausing at the little marble side table holding a crystal vase of yellow
tulips. Her first time at a truly ritzy hotel and she couldn’t even enjoy it.
She promised herself she and Adam would come here one day. But first they had
to rescue him.

“Loren, go to sleep,” Xander said.

She blinked. “I’m fine. I couldn’t possibly sleep.”

Rowan laughed. “Oh yeah? Then what did Xander say? You’re
dead on your feet, hon. You’ll be no use tomorrow if you don’t get some winks.”

“Maybe you’re right. I’ll at least try to sleep.” She went
to her suitcase to dig through for her toothbrush. She didn’t dare sit down on
the bed, because once the siren of the sheets called, she wasn’t getting free
for at least eight hours. When she emerged from the bathroom in her PJs and
with clean teeth, Xander was gone. She snuggled under the soft sheets with the
highest thread count she’d ever felt.

“Ready for tomorrow?” Rowan asked.

She yawned and said with her eyes closed, “We’re not leaving
the clinic without Adam.”

“What if he’s not there?” Rowan gave voice to the fear she’d
suppressed deep inside.

“Don’t even say it. He’s there, he’s alive and we’re getting
him out tomorrow.” Tomorrow took forever to arrive, and after hours of tossing
and turning, she finally zoned out enough to call it sleep. But it was nowhere
near the eight hours she needed.

* * * * *

“She’s gone.”

“Repeat that please, Keel,” Paulson said.

It was the middle of the night on America’s east coast and
he’d spent the entire day looking for Loren and devising ways to get her to
Dulles airport and to Paulson’s clinic. But he’d had no luck. It was as if
she’d vanished. Shep hadn’t seemed too worried, and strangely, neither had
William Blacker. One would think he’d show more concern over his potential
daughter-in-law. But no, no one had seen Loren.

He’d even gone to see Chase, hoping Loren’s brother might
know something despite being bedridden. And, bingo, his effort had paid off.

“I said, she’s gone, but you’ll never guess where.” He
whispered even though everyone on campus had been sleeping for at least an
hour.

“I don’t like games, Keel. No match. No money,” Paulson
said.

“She’s heading your way, but not on your plane.”

There was a moment of silence on the other end. “Explain.”

“It seems Blacker and his match are highly attuned to each
other. She knew he was in danger, and boarded a flight to London to find him.”
He could almost see Paulson’s wrinkled smile.

“That’s excellent news. When can I expect her?”

He squeezed the handset tighter. “Well, as to that, I don’t
know. My source was not very forthcoming.” Iron lipped, more like. Chase had
admitted Loren wasn’t waiting around for Shep to find Adam, but hadn’t revealed
anything more. “But she’s the one who discovered the link between your clinic
and Christenson’s missing child. I’m sure she’ll be checking out your facility
first thing.”

“We’ll be waiting for her. Well done, Mr. Keel.”

He hung up with a smile on his face. It was done. The money
was his and ensured the retirement he deserved. He took a step toward his hall
closet where he kept his suitcases, but then turned to the bedroom. He had
three more weeks until he officially retired and qualified for his pension. So
far, people suspected an insider had sold Chase and now Adam out, but nothing
had pointed his way yet. If he left in the cover of night, suspicion would
follow. His deceptions had to remain hidden for twenty-one more days and then
he would leave with honor and no suspicions to mar his record.





Chapter Twelve



“Mr. and Mrs. White here for a ten a.m. appointment.”
Xander, in the role of bodyguard, spoke to the smiling receptionist, while
Loren and Rowan strolled around the lobby reception area, pretending to read the
framed articles on the walls. In reality, she was tapping into all her senses,
trying to pick up if Adam were here in First Choice Fertility. She was getting
nothing. So much for hunches and matched couples finding each other at Disney.
She felt as if she was on the spinning tea cups at Disney, given the way her
stomach lurched.

She prayed Xander’s plan worked and could get them in deep
to the lab. Adam had to be here, because she had nothing else to go on.

“The doctors will be another minute,” the receptionist said
and turned to Loren. “Can I offer you a beverage?”

She shook her head. “Nothing, thank you.”

“There is a packet of paperwork for you and your husband to
complete, but the doctor usually likes to meet with the prospective parents
before requiring you to fill out a lot of paperwork.” She smiled and seemed to
expect a response. Loren smiled back. Her lips were stiff and dry.

“Relax,” Rowan said as he patted her forearm. “This place is
the best. You’ll find the baby you’re looking for.”

She took a breath at his comfort and his reminder that she
was not alone. Adam had other friends and loved ones ready to go to bat for
him. They’d find him.

“They’re ready for you,” the receptionist said. “Your, um,
bodyguard…will have to wait here,” she continued, clearly unsure what to call
Xander.

“Of course,” Loren said. They’d expected that and planned
around it. They didn’t want to take an innocent receptionist out, but they’d do
what was necessary. Rowan followed on her heels as they passed through a
doorway framed in dark wood. A medical professional in a lab coat waited for
them on the other side.

“Mr. and Mrs. White,” she said. “If you’ll follow me.” They
walked down a long hall reminiscent of a high-end hotel, not a medical
building.

“Anything?” Rowan asked in a near-silent voice.

She shook her head.

The doctor turned to face them. “Before we talk, I’m going
to ask Mrs. White to step into the bathroom and leave a urine specimen and then
meet me in my office, just there. She pointed to a room across the hall. Mr.
White, if you’ll go in that room, you’ll find a receptacle for a semen sample.”

Rowan’s hand squeezed her arm and red stained his cheeks.
This was an unexpected blip in their plan.

“So soon?” She tried to keep the quaver out of her voice and
sound like the polished society woman she was supposed to be. “We thought we’d
start with a chat about how your process works.”

“We’ll get to that,” the doctor said, “but first I have to
know what I’m dealing with. Does the problem with conception lie with you or your
husband? Normally I’d have had time to go through your medical histories, but
your appointment came on the calendar so suddenly, I have no background.”

“Of course. We understand.” This time she squeezed Rowan’s
arm, letting him know she’d be okay. It was Adam’s safety on the line. She
could handle peeing in a cup. She could tell he didn’t like separating from
her, but she nodded and turned into the bathroom. She knew Rowan would head
back to open the door to reception to let Xander in and the two of them would
go on a hunt. It would be up to her to keep the doctors distracted from Rowan’s
disappearance. Not exactly the original plan, but close enough.

“I’ll wait for you in my office. Come in once you’ve filled
the urine cup,” the doctor said.

It was easy enough to fill a sample cup. She was so nervous,
her bladder cooperated. Once she was finished, she crossed the hall to the
office.

“I’ll try to make this painless, but if you’re here, you’ve
already been through a barrage of testing, right?” The doctor greeted her with
a sympathetic smile.

Loren didn’t answer since she was straining to hear Xander
or Rowan moving down the hall. Instead she made her way to the sofa.

“We’ll have some answers to your lab work soon. Why don’t we
chat and wait for your husband?”

“He may be a while,” she blurted, feeling heat enter her
cheeks. “He takes a while to…you know.”

“Of course,” the doctor said.

Feeling like an idiot, Loren glanced around the room, this
one with an Oriental rug and a plush sofa. She made her way to it and sat down.

“How long have you been trying to get pregnant?”

“Oh. Um, six months?” she answered, hazarding a guess at how
long it took.

The doctor pursed her lips. “Hmm, and you’re already seeking
fertility treatments?”

“I meant six months of fertility treatments at other
clinics. We’ve been trying to get pregnant for the year before that.”

The doctor looked more comfortable with her amended answer.
Loren was about to ask for a glass of water, anything to give Rowan and Xander
more time, when the door to the office opened. She jumped up, assuming it was
Rowan, but to her surprise, an older man entered, with two large younger men
behind him.

“Doctor Paulson, this is a surprise,” the doctor said. “I
didn’t expect you.” She turned to Loren. “Mrs. White, this is Doctor Paulson,
founder of this clinic and the genius behind our success in treating
infertility.”

Loren held out a hand, trying to recall why the Paulson name
sounded familiar. And then she remembered. But it was too late.

The older man grasped hold of her hand and smiled. “Hello,
Ms. Stanton. We’ve been expecting you.”

Icy panic crashed into her. Though there was some
satisfaction she’d been correct about the clinic’s nefarious operations. They
were behind the kidnappings and responsible for Adam’s disappearance. “Doctor
Paulson,” she said, forcing her voice to remain steady. “I’d say it’s a
pleasure to meet you, but we both know that would be a lie.”

The other doctor gasped. “I…what is going on?”

“Doctor Baresh, you are not needed at this appointment anymore.
I’m afraid you’ve been duped. This woman is not infertile. Quite the opposite.”
Paulson’s laugh sent shivers down Loren’s spine.

“Take me to Adam right now,” she demanded. “And I’m warning
you, the whole team knows I’m here. If you do anything to me, you’ll have an
army at your door.”

Paulson laughed again. “Now you are lying, you darling girl.
You’re here with two men, one of whom is handicapped in any fight.”

“Don’t you dare hurt them.” Fear was a tangible rock in her
stomach. If Rowan and Xander were killed because of her crazy plan to storm the
fertility clinic with almost no planning or surveillance, she’d be devastated.
Doctor Baresh had left the room as soon as Paulson dismissed her, but the door
was still open a crack. She took one subtle step toward it then in a rush flung
the door open and practically dove into the corridor.

“Rowan,” she screamed. “Xander!”

But neither man answered. Caught or hiding, she didn’t know
and didn’t have time to guess. She bolted for the reception area, waiting to be
tackled any moment by one of Paulson’s obvious bodyguards, but she made it to
the door free and clear.

She wrenched the handle and it turned, but the door remained
shut. Now the grab she’d been expecting arrived in the form of a large forearm
wrapping around her upper arms in a vise grip. She kicked out with her legs at
Paulson’s guard who held her tightly, but he simply lifted her off the ground
and hefted her over his shoulder as if she weighed no more than a light
backpack.

“Let go of me,” she screamed and pounded at his back. Her
hair lost its fight with the neat ponytail and hung in waves around her
upside-down face. The other bodyguard grabbed one of her wildly flailing arms
and held it steady. Paulson stepped closer and injected something into her upper
arm. After a few minutes the room started spinning around her and she fought to
stay awake. But her body felt as if she were swimming through molasses and
weighed a bazillion pounds. She tried to shout but her tongue was frozen.

Dimly she knew her body bounced against the guard's shoulder
as they walked her to another section of the building, but she couldn't feel a
single thing. Time lost meaning and seemed to slow to a crawl then sped up.
They passed through steel doors at the end of a hallway then entered an
elevator. She had no sense of the elevator's movements, whether up or down, but
they seemed to be in the tiny enclosure for a long time.

She tried to keep her eyes open as she was carried upside
down, but couldn’t even manage that tiny trick. Finally they arrived in another
section of the clinic. It was much more bare bones. As she fought the
sedative-induced sleep, she heard Paulson’s voice.

“Go get the other specimen,” Paulson ordered.

The door opened and the two bodyguards walked in half dragging
a large man between them. She tried to turn her head to see if it was Adam, but
she was damn near comatose. She didn't hear any sounds of fighting, which she
knew she would if Adam was in any shape to go to battle. The man was either not
Adam, or it was Adam, but he was in similar condition as her. Oh God. And then
her world turned black.



A trapped scream formed deep inside Adam as he was dragged
into the exam room and saw Loren motionless on the gurney.

No. Why the fuck was she here?

Rage flowed through him revitalizing his beaten body, but he
was still not strong enough to shake off the strong arms holding him down. He
was about to struggle for real when the door to the room crashed open and sound
exploded all around. Xander burst in with Rowan on his heels. Thank you,
Shep, the troops have arrived. The guard holding him upright dropped him to
go deal with the threat Rowan and Xander brought in the room. He crawled his
way up to the bed where Loren lay, still as death.

Her chest was warm as he pressed his head to it to determine
if she was still breathing. Something wet dripped onto her blouse. He swiped at
it, realizing the tear came from his eyes. Whether from panic at seeing her in
Paulson’s clutches or from fear at thinking she was dead, he didn’t know. But
she was alive, and he was going to fight to get her safely out of here.

He stumbled over to where Xander was locked in combat with
one of Paulson’s guards and got in a kidney punch. The pain in his ribs at the
movement probably caused more damage to himself than his enemy. He stumbled
back to Loren’s side to work on getting her up and moving.

He narrowly avoided Rowan who was trying to get a shot off
at Paulson’s other goon. Rowan held his own, dodging and sidestepping blows and
managing to land some of his own. Finally with a burst of sound that had Adam’s
ears buzzing, Rowan got a clear shot and took down his combatant. The minute
the bodyguard crumpled in a heap on the floor, the one fighting Xander turned
and ran to grab Paulson, who was huddled in the corner behind a chair. They
were going to get away. If only he could make his body move as fast as he
needed, but at that moment, Loren’s eyes cracked open.



Where was she? Something as loud as a car slamming into
another car had jolted her awake, but she couldn’t seem to focus her eyes. She
thought Adam stood over her and she tried to smile that they’d managed to find
him, but she couldn’t manage to move her mouth. What had happened? She
remembered walking into the fertility clinic but everything after that was a
mystery.

“Loren, move!” Adam’s shout roused her slightly, but she
couldn't seem to follow his orders.

“What’s the matter with me?” she asked, but it sounded more
like “waas mameh”. Her tongue seemed twelve times its normal size.

She started to fight her paralysis with everything she had
and some tingling started in her toes and fingertips.

“Ketamine,” Adam’s familiar, welcome voice said from
somewhere above her. If her body could cooperate, she would've started sobbing
and smiling all at the same time from the joy of hearing Adam’s voice and
knowing he was alive.

“Xander, Paulson’s running,” Adam shouted with a warning
note, but she heard the exam room door shut.

Rowan’s face came into view as he came to stand over her. He
grinned, but sweat dripped down his temples mixed with blood. “Your rescue
party has arrived, madam.” The tingling intensified and she managed to move her
lips slightly, then enough to gurgle out Adam’s name.

Rowan looked sober. “He’s here. He’s okay. Bro, your woman
needs to see you.”

Now she could see purple and green splotches covered Adam’s
face, but he was smiling at her and leaned down to brush a kiss over her lips.
“I’m sorry, baby. You shouldn’t have come after me.” He scowled at Rowan. “How
the hell could you let her near here?”

“We need to move out,” Xander said, sounding out of breath,
but Adam shook his head.

“Paulson’s gone, Adam. I chased them, but they disappeared.
There’s no need to stick around. The minute Rowan shot, the other guard turned
and ran, pulling Paulson out. They had an escape plan and are long gone by
now.” He yanked his long-sleeve black t-shirt over his head and handed it to
Adam, who appeared to be totally naked, but she couldn’t turn her head enough
to see his full body.

“Not Paulson,” Adam said as he pulled the shirt carefully
over his head. “Emma.”

“Emma?” Rowan and Xander asked in unison.

“Kids,” Loren gurgled. The damn drug couldn’t wear off soon
enough. All three men looked at her. “Kids,” she tried again.

“I never saw any kidnapped baby, including Christenson’s,”
Adam said. “But if they’re here, we’ll find them.”

“How long until she can move again?” Rowan asked.

“She can already talk,” Adam said. “That’s a good sign.
Means it’s wearing off.”

“I'm going to have to carry her,” Xander said.

“I carry her,” Adam protested.

“Don’t be an ass,” Xander said. “You probably have broken
ribs and who knows what else.”

Loren caught a glimpse of Rowan’s face. He was frowning
slightly, but didn’t offer to carry her. He had to hate that his handicap
didn’t let him play the hero in this instance, despite all he had done to get
them this far.

Xander scooped her up easily. “Rowan, take the tail. Your
gun still have shots?”

“Yeah.” But he didn’t move.

“You okay?” Xander asked.

Rowan’s shoulders half shrugged. “Dunno. Never killed a
person before.”

Adam got in close to Rowan, placing a comforting hand on his
brother’s shoulder. “It’s never an easy thing. There will be time to deal with
it later. For now we need to move.” His words seemed to calm Rowan, who took a
deep breath.

“Let’s go,” Rowan said after a moment.

The four of them formed an odd parade, with Adam leading
them down a confusing maze of corridors. Not another human came into view, but
that didn’t stop all three men from hyperawareness and caution. It only took a
few minutes, but it seemed like an hour when Adam finally stopped in front of a
metal door with no handle.

“Emma.” Adam banged on the door. “Emma, it’s Adam. Your
rescue party is here.”

“It’s a finger scan,” Xander said in a low voice. He and Adam
exchanged a look and then Xander carefully set her down on the ground, slumped
against the wall. “Keep fighting the meds and trying to stand,” he said, then
took off in a fast sprint toward the direction they’d just come.

“What’s taking so long?” A woman’s voice came through the
door.

“My buddy’s getting the key.”

Key? Loren wondered how Xander knew where to find a key and
wished she hadn’t been curious because he returned shortly holding a slightly
bloody object in a gloved hand. Her stomach flopped over causing bile to rise.
She breathed it back, trying to remain as strong as possible.

Xander had the door open in a second and soon a young woman
with long brown hair in a braid down the center of her back rushed out of the
room. She wore nothing other than a long white undershirt and green scrubs
rolled at the ankles. The red on her toenails was chipped and peeling. “Adam!”
she cried and rushed into Xander’s arms. He held her gently, looking
discomfited at having to comfort a woman, especially in the middle of an op.

“I’m Adam, Emma.”

She raised her tear-streaked face from Xander’s chest and
smiled at Adam. “You did it. You’re the first bloke I’ve ever met who kept a
promise.” Then she looked up at the man who held her. “Who are you?”

“Xander.”

Everyone waited for him to add to his introduction, but he
was obviously a man of few words and shut his mouth after the one-word
introduction.

Adam leaned in a little closer to Emma. “Emma, in your
months here, did you ever hear Paulson mention children or babies? We think
Paulson has at least four children hidden somewhere on the grounds.”

She bit her lip. “They never spoke to me about anything, but
I did hear children’s cries on occasion through the window. I think the
building may have a courtyard.”

Xander nodded where he stood with his arms wrapped around
Emma. Loren thought it strange he hadn’t released her yet. He hadn’t struck her
as the touchy-feely type. “From the surveillance mapping we did, you’re correct
about the building shape. We’re currently in the basement on the east side of
the building.”

“We don’t leave without Christenson’s kid,” Adam said in a
hard voice. “Rowan, can you take Loren and Emma out of the building?”

“Emma stays with me,” Xander said.

“What?” Adam spun to look at his friend, but something in
Xander’s expression stopped any further protest. “Fine. We don’t have time to
argue. For all we know, Paulson has an entire army looking for us.”

Emma shook her head. “I only ever saw his two bullies. You
said he was trying to build an army. I don’t think he has one yet.”

Loren decided she liked this sensible young woman. She’d
obviously been through some trauma, but she was coping and already contributing
to the mission.

“Loren, how are your legs doing?” Adam asked.

She gave them a wiggle and pushed to a standing position
leaning heavily on the wall. “I can walk if I can lean on someone.”

Adam scowled. “It will have to be you, Ro. I’m still feeling
like I might fall over. Xander, you and Emma take east and south. Loren, Rowan
and I will take the north and west. Meet back here in fifteen.”

Rowan wrapped an arm around Loren’s waist and they started
shuffling as fast as they could, opening every door in the hallway. At the
third door, Adam stopped. He entered the room and returned a minute later with
green scrubs tied low on his hips. When he came back, he said, “We’re wasting
time. I slept on this floor last night and didn’t hear a single child or baby
cry. We need to move up a level to the courtyard.”

Loren agreed. “The public face of the clinic is all that
way,” she said and pointed. “Any windows the clients see face the parking lot
or exterior, not the courtyard.”

“Let’s get to the center of the building on any floor and
move from there,” Rowan said. They found a staircase and went up, but found
nothing on the upper level either. It was all routine-looking offices and loads
of filing cabinets. Loren longed to explore, but time was critical. “It’s
amazing,” she murmured.

“What is?” Rowan asked.

“How at first glance this looks like a wonderful clinic
doing much to help families, but it’s a front for evil.”

Adam’s gaze took in the floor-to-ceiling shelf of medical
books and another wall with pictures of newborns and their families. “It’s
almost meet-up time,” he said, turning away from the room. “Let’s get moving to
meet Xander.”

“We’re not giving up, are we?” she asked, noting that her
limbs were moving with more ease and shaking off the effects of the drug.

“Hell no, but maybe Xander got lucky.”

They headed back down the stairs and found Xander and Emma
already there with a third person whose arms were held behind her back.

“Look who we found,” Xander announced. “Emma says this is
the doctor who worked with Paulson.”

The young female doctor’s eyes were filled with tears.
“Under duress,” she said softly.

“Do you know where the kidnapped children are being held?”
Loren asked.

The doctor nodded. “My own son is being held there also. As
soon as I saw Paulson being carried out by one of his guards, I knew it was
time to go.” She struggled against whatever rope or restraint held her arms.
“I’ve been trying to tell them, but they dragged me here.”

“Where are the kids?” Adam asked in a hard voice. “Take us
there.”

She frowned. “First you have to promise me something.”

Xander pulled out a gun and held it to her temple. “We don’t
negotiate with kidnappers.” His voice was icy, but the hand that didn’t hold
the gun was gentle as it clasped Emma’s.

The doctor blinked but didn’t seem to panic at Xander’s
close-range threat. Loren’s heart pounded at seeing a weapon at someone’s head
like in a movie.

“I’m a victim also,” the doctor said. “Paulson kidnapped my
son and forced me to run his illegal clinic.” She turned to look at Emma and
Adam. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.” Her voice cracked, but then she seemed to
gather strength from thin air and hide her fear once more. “They would have
killed Luca if I didn’t cooperate.”

Loren didn’t know what to think. Here was a woman who’d been
living on fear through a nightmare for an unknown amount of time, yet seemed as
cool and collected as if she’d simply had her lunch reservation mixed up.

“Do they let you visit your son? Is he in this building?”
Adam asked.

“Yes.”

Adam and Xander exchanged a glance, and Xander slowly
lowered his gun.

“Take us to him,” Loren said.

“I need to know we’ll be safe after.” She turned to Adam.
“Did Paulson get away?”

He glowered and nodded.

“Then I won’t be safe. They’ll come to find us again. I
won’t take you to my son until you guarantee our safety.”

“You have our guarantee,” Adam said. “But if we ever find out
you’re playing us, we will kill you.”

“Why you?” Rowan spoke up for the first time since finding
the doctor. “Can’t they pick up any old fertility doctor?”

She shook her head and started to walk down the hallway. “I
am a leading expert in my field of gene therapy and implanting DNA in
incompatible hosts. Without me, they’ll fall behind and I think Paulson’s
accepted money from a terrorist group. They’ll kill him if he doesn’t deliver.”

“He deserves to die,” Emma said. A chorus of agreement
followed her statement.

The doctor led them up the stairs and back to the same
corridor they’d searched before. When they reached a door leading to a
janitor’s closet, she turned to Xander. “I need these off.” She held out her
bound wrists behind her.

Xander scowled, but finally pulled out a wicked-looking
knife and slashed through the plastic ties on the doctor’s arms. As soon as she
was free, she stepped into the tiny room lined with mops and cleaning
detergents. She moved aside a large jug of cleaning fluid on one side,
revealing a small metal panel with keypad. The doctor entered a long series of
numbers. There was a click and then the back wall of the closet shifted.

Now that the hidden door was open, the hinges and edges of
it were obvious, but Loren could see how they’d missed it on the first
go-round.

“Impressive,” Rowan commented.

“Actually it’s a pretty standard locking mechanism. The
genius was hiding it in plain sight as a janitor’s closet,” Adam said.

“Kind of like the Program,” Loren said. She stepped past Adam
into the closet and through the doorway where the doctor had already passed.

“What do you mean?” Xander asked.

“I mean that your compound has been in suburban Maryland for
years. Everyone assumed it was a normal office park. People see what they want
to see. No one assumed it was a top-secret government installation.”

“Good point,” Adam said.

They all got quiet again as anticipation built for where the
doctor was leading. Adam and Xander were tense, ready for action. She could
tell they didn’t entirely trust the doctor, but she’d brought them this far. It
could be a trap. Maybe she was leading them to danger, although Loren was going
with her gut and trusting the doctor. Even though she wasn’t a mom yet, Loren
guessed she’d go through nearly any hurdle to ensure her child’s safety,
including doing something unethical.

The closet door led to a small hallway with three connecting
doors. The doctor’s heels echoed off the floor as she walked swiftly to the
middle door and opened it. “Luca,” she called.

A bundle of energy in the body of a four-year-old came
barreling toward the doctor. The professional woman morphed into a tender
mother as she knelt to yank her son to her chest. Tears streamed down her face.
“Luca, darling, it’s time to leave.”

Luca pushed out of his mom’s arms. “Leave? But you said I
had to stay here and be a good boy,” he said.

“I know I did. That was before. My job here is done and we
can leave now.”

Loren could see the doctor was holding on to her control by
a thread, but the boy was going to keep chattering with questions, so she
stepped forward and squatted in front of him. “Hi, Luca. I’m Mommy’s friend,
Loren. I flew over here on a big airplane. Have you ever been on an airplane?”

He nodded, but tears filled his eyes. “When the mens taked me
here. They made me lie down and I didn’t get to look out the window.”

She smiled through her heartbreak for the little boy’s
suffering. “Well, I would let you and your mommy sit next to the window. Would
you like to come on an airplane with us?”

He turned to look at his mother who plastered an encouraging
smile on her face.

“Okay. Can I bring Puppy?”

“Absolutely.”

“No dogs,” Xander said.

Luca giggled. “Silly. Puppy is a stuffed aminal.”

Even Xander’s harsh face softened at the boy’s laughter and
mispronunciation of animal. “Puppy can come then.”

Luca dashed off to a small bed and pulled a ratty dog that
was once pale blue but was more gray now. The rest of them scanned the
dormitory-like room for any of the other children. Six cribs lined both walls
of the room and an older woman rocked in a chair by the window knitting,
seemingly oblivious to their presence.

“She’s deaf,” the doctor explained. “And I think she’s from
Afghanistan, but since she seems to be illiterate and can’t speak, I’m not
sure. She was kind to Luca, however. I don’t think she realizes what’s
happening here. All she knows is she has a safe place to sleep and has to watch
the children.”

Adam stalked the length of the room. “Empty,” he muttered
over each crib. Then he got to the last crib, closest to the older woman.
“Bingo. Christenson’s kid.” He leaned over to scoop the sleeping infant out of
the crib, and that jarred the woman out of her quiet. She leaped to her feet
with more speed than her age belied and started vocalizing harsh noises and
poking at Adam with her knitting needles.

“Mine. My baby,” Adam told her loudly.

The woman shook her head, clearly anguished.

“Xander,” he said. “Take care of her.”

Xander strode over and put a hand on the older woman’s
shoulder and did some kind of Jedi move, causing her to crumple on the floor at
his feet.

Adam turned to the doctor. “Have you ever seen any other
children here?”

“Yes. There used to be more babies, but they go away,” Luca
answered for his mother.

“Where do they go?”

Luca hesitated at the roughness of Adam’s tone. He buried
his face against his mother’s legs.

“Luca,” Adam said in a gentler tone. “Do you know where the
other babies went? I want to help their mommies and daddies find them.”

The little boy turned his face to peer at Adam. “I don’t
know,” he whispered.

“Did they sleep here a lot of nights or just a few?” Xander
asked.

“I don’t know,” Luca whispered again.

Loren could see Adam’s frustration level rising, and she
felt it too. How she had hoped they’d find all the missing children and play
hero returning them to the frantic parents. Now it seemed their worst fear had
been realized and the babies were in the hands of terror groups. Groups so well
hidden in hostile countries, it would take an army to find them.

Adam and Xander exchanged a long look then resigned
themselves to reality. There was nothing more to find in the clinic. They’d
come for Adam, and found both him and Christenson’s baby, but lost Paulson and
the other children.

“Adam,” she said, as he started heading to the exit with
Christenson’s baby. “Adam,” she repeated.

“What?”

“Shouldn’t we call the police?”

He froze and spun to face her. “What? Why?” He spoke over
the cries of the now-awake baby.

“You’re not officially on the case. We need to call the
authorities. They need to know about this place and shut it down,” she said.
“But we also need to think of the logistics of taking the baby. We have no
diapers or food for him on a long flight home. I wouldn’t even know what to
buy.”

“I would know what to buy,” the doctor said, “but I’d prefer
not to go near any official police. I want Luca out of here, and if the
authorities get involved, I’ll be here forever giving statements.”

“We’ve got to get the hell out of here is what we’ve got to
do.” Rowan and Xander grunted assent at Adam’s statement.

“And we will,” Loren said. “But I still think we need to
call the police and maybe even give the baby to the officials so they can
return it to Christenson.” The identical defiant scowls on Adam’s and Xander’s
faces told her she wasn’t winning this argument. She tried for a compromise.
“How about we call the local police and leave the moment they get here. No
questions or red tape.”

Adam frowned. “But we’re taking the baby with us. We’ll get
him home to Christenson a hell of a lot faster than leaving him here for the
police to deal with.”

She nodded. “Fine.”

Xander pulled out his phone and dialed. He spoke to the
operator on call, giving the details and address of the clinic.

“Tell the police about the janitor closet,” she suggested.
“We need to make sure they see the entire facility, including this nursery.”

Adam shifted his grip on the baby to pat her shoulder.
“Xander’s giving them full details. Now, can anyone figure out how to get this
kid to stop shrieking?”

“He’s still tired,” the doctor said. “Rock him in your arms
to get him back to sleep.”

Adam threw her a dubious look, but kept his hold on the baby
and awkwardly turned him in his arms and rocked him. After a few moments, the
cries ceased and a look of wonder covered Adam’s face. “Holy shit,” he
whispered. “It worked.” He grinned at Loren. “He’s kind of cute isn’t he?”

“Yes,” she agreed, but she wasn’t talking about the baby.
Seeing Adam holding a baby was powerful stuff and made her want a future in
which she could see him hold their own child. It made her want to stop fighting
the genetic bond and embrace the inevitability of them as a couple. But there
was no time to ponder that today. They had to get out of here and get back to
the States.

“Grab some diapers and see if there are any other supplies,”
the doctor suggested.

Loren and Emma scanned the room and discovered a shelf of
baby supplies. Emma dashed back to the closet for a plastic bucket. Together,
they filled it with diapers, wipes, a baby bottle and some jars of baby food.

“Let’s go.”

Adam carefully carried the sleeping baby in one arm and
looked him over for a minute, making sure he stayed sleeping. Xander bent to
slap zip ties on the passed-out nanny’s wrists then shackled her to the rocking
chair, careful to kick the knitting needles out of reach. The group made their
way back out the cleaning supplies closet with Luca pelting everyone with a
zillion questions a second. He didn’t let go of his mother’s hand as he skipped
alongside her asking things, seemingly at random.

“Where’s your arm?” he asked Rowan. “Did the bad guys cut it
off?”

Loren instinctively squeezed Adam’s hand as they waited for
Rowan to answer. He’d latched on to her as they entered the hallway and didn’t
seem as if he was letting go anytime soon, judging from how tightly he held
her. She was surprised he still held the baby in his other arm and had half
expected him to pass it off as soon as possible. He probably felt as if the
baby was his direct responsibility. After all, it had been kidnapped on his watch.

“The tooth fairy took it by mistake,” Rowan replied. “I
forgot to leave my nightlight on, and I guess she got confused.”

There was a shocked silence and then Luca giggled. To her
surprise, Adam laughed out loud. Rowan stopped walking and bent to Luca’s
height. “The truth is, I was born without it, but I get on pretty well. I can
still toss a football with you.”

Luca’s eyes grew wide. “Can we go play now?”

“Not now, sweetie, but maybe when we get to America,” his
mom said.

“Mommy, you’re a doctor. Can you glue a new arm on him?”

Rowan and the doctor exchanged a long look, and then he bent
to Luca again. “What arm would she glue? Maybe we can take yours.” He pretended
to karate chop the little boy’s arm off, which resulted in pretend squeals of
fear combined with giggles. The doctor picked up her son and wrapped his small
legs around her hips while he looped his arms around her shoulders.

Now that they weren’t keeping to a four-year-old’s stride,
the pace picked up and they were soon out of the building without running into
any of the other innocent clinic staff. Although Loren had a feeling Xander and
Rowan had removed any threat from other clinic employees.

The formal black sedan they’d rented was parked near the
entrance and they all piled in. Loren started to ask about car seats for the
children then realized the futility of it. This was a life-and-death escape
situation. At least Adam sat in the back, sheltering the baby in his strong
arms. Emma squeezed between Xander and Rowan in the front seat.

Xander drove them across the street where they could see the
entrance of the clinic, and they waited less than three minutes for wailing
sirens to come into earshot and official law enforcement cars to squeal into
the parking lot. As soon as Xander was satisfied the local police force had
infiltrated the building, he slid into traffic and shot off toward the airport.





Chapter Thirteen



“Don’t come near me.” Adam practically hissed at Doctor
Samara Jones who had tucked Luca in for a nap in a window seat and was now
pacing the private plane carrying them back to Beltsville. According to Shep,
whom they’d called upon arriving at Heathrow’s private plane tarmac, the doctor
was to be protected but treated with possible suspicion as a spy for Paulson
until proven innocent.

Adam had personal reasons for not wanting her in his
breathing space. She may have been following orders to save her son, but it
didn’t change his memory of her hands on him trying to get his semen. He wanted
to throw up every time he thought about it. He planned on blocking the memory,
which was difficult, considering his eidetic memory and they were trapped
together in a small aluminum tube thirty thousand feet up.

“I wanted to see if I could help you,” she said. “I know
they beat you pretty badly. Are you having trouble breathing?” She paused and
bit her lip. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

“I’m fine,” he said shortly. “And there’s nothing I need to
know from you.” At his terse reply, Loren looked up from the front of the plane
where she sat chatting with Emma. It seemed Emma was a journalism major and the
two were getting chummy.

There was another memory he wanted to erase forever. When
they’d dragged him from his cell into the exam room and Loren had been lying on
the bed, it had been the scariest thing he’d ever seen, and he’d seen a lot.
He’d been too weak to protect her, and it had done something to his psyche to
think of her being hurt.

He forced a smile to make Loren turn back to her
conversation and so he could freely observe her. The last forty-eight hours had
shaken him to his core. He realized how much she mattered to him, and it scared
the shit out of him. It rendered him near powerless, especially when she was
placed in danger. He’d been insensible with rage and fear, but impotent to stop
it. It would be worse if they had a kid together. One more person to protect
and possibly fail.

God, look at her sitting there, cuddled up to
Christenson’s baby. She was so gorgeous, his eyes hurt. It was crystal
clear to him he wanted her to be his end game. There’d never be another woman
who’d hold a candle to her. He shifted in the luxurious airline seat and cursed
under his breath. His damn ribs were killing him, and the hike through the
clinic to find Christenson’s kid hadn’t helped. He needed sleep. Xander was
staying awake, keeping an eye on the doctor. Not that she could do much from
the plane, especially with her beloved child on board.

Rowan was across the aisle already sleeping. He watched his
brother sleep for a few boring minutes until it claimed him. He didn’t wake
until the wheels touched down at Dulles.

The small private craft taxied into the small hangar the
international airport used for private planes and came to a stop. Everyone on
the small jet stood and waited as a rolling staircase was moved into place. He
could see Shep and his father waiting about fifty feet away through the tiny
round window, standing in front of two black Suburbans. A silver luxury
Mercedes squealed up, and Ambassador Christenson’s wife jumped out the second the
car stopped. She ran to the bottom of the stairs, looking expectantly at the
door to the plane.

Adam pushed past Xander and Rowan and took the baby out of
Emma’s arms. “I’ll take him.” She passed the precious bundle over. The pilot
came out of the flight deck after logging his flight notes and opened the
pressurized door. Adam carefully stepped out onto the metal stairs. The baby’s
mother met him on the third step down, where she snatched the baby out of his
arms. Tears streamed down her face.

“Thank you. Thank you for finding him.” And then she
couldn’t speak anymore and buried her face in her child’s soft body.

He continued down the stairs, holding the woman steady and
escorted her to her husband who had tears in his eyes. Adam nodded to him and
continued on to greet his father and Shep.

“Welcome home, son,” his father said, clapping him on the
shoulder. Adam winced and stumbled. “What’s wrong?”

“Ribs,” he muttered. “I’m pretty beat up.”

“Get in the car,” his father said and opened the door for
him. Adam slid onto the black leather seats and reclined back. After a minute,
Loren and Rowan joined him. Xander and the rest of the crew, including Doctor
Jones and her son, went to the other car.

“How are you feeling?” Loren asked, putting a hand on his
thigh.

“Been better,” he said, and covered her hand with his. They
held hands for the long, mostly silent ride back to Beltsville. Shep drove with
William taking shotgun. He could tell both older men were dying to ask
questions, but were respectful of his injuries and let him rest on the ride.
There’d be a full debrief later. For now he was content to sit back, breathe
through the pain, and be close to his girl.

How are you feeling? she’d asked. God, he should be
asking her that question. She was the one who’d had an injection of Ketamine
administered by an enemy and shaken it off to participate in a mission. He was
awed by her strength.

After an hour on the highway, Shep pulled into the Program
grounds. “You have two hours, and then I expect to see you in meeting room one.
All of you.” He nodded to the assembled group. “Gavin, please see Doctor
Jones and her son to where they’ll be staying. Xander, can you see to Ms.
Harrison?”

Emma’s hesitant smile at Xander was met with a stony face.
Her smile faltered. Adam opened his mouth to offer his services. Emma deserved
a lot more than Xander’s brush-off, but then Xander surprised them all by
grabbing Emma’s hand and taking her to the singles dormitory. Adam followed.

“Where are you going?” he asked Loren, who’d fallen into step
next to him.

“With you.” As if it was the most obvious thing in the
world. Together they walked into the building and down the hall to his
apartment.



The moment the door closed, the tension in the room climbed.
They’d had no chance to talk on the plane and were due at Shep’s soon, where
she was sure she’d be lectured and questioned about her role in Adam’s escape
from the clinic. But for now her emotions were too raw and painful to speak.
They were home. They were alive. It was all she could manage for now. She
didn’t want to talk. She needed to grab hold of Adam and hang on for a while.

“I need you.” Slowly, she peeled off her shirt then bra
while Adam turned to stare at her.

“What are you doing?” he asked in a hollow voice. He looked
around the room, at anything other than Loren. “What is that?” He jerked his
head at a dusty shoebox on his dresser.

Loren turned her gaze to it also. “I’m not sure. Rowan gave
it to me for you. I think he said it’s a bunch of old letters.”

When he took a step toward it, she said, “Let’s get
undressed. We’re filthy.” Off went her panties. “Paulson’s guards had their
hands on me, and I want their stink off.”

He winced at her reminder, but turned a heated gaze to her,
instantly forgetting about a bunch of old, useless letters. “Keep going and I’m
going to be on you. But I shouldn’t. You had a rough day. You don’t need me
pawing at you.”

“Let me be the judge of what I need,” she said. “And you’re
the one with broken ribs.”

“I can handle it,” he said. “Can you? ‘Cause every time I
think about you in that place… God, Loren, what the hell were you
thinking? What was Shep thinking sending you?”

“Shep didn’t send me. I sent myself.” His anger was
palpable. Real. It grounded her and helped her work though the fear that had
been building for the last twenty-four hours since she’d been drugged and
paralyzed. She needed to feel his body in hers to block the memory of being at
Paulson’s mercy. “I don’t need gentle. I need you.” She tried for a joke. “I’m
pretty sure Shep is going to kill me and Rowan for going after you, so I’d like
to have sex before I die.”

He gave her a small smile as he yanked off Xander’s borrowed
black t-shirt then lowered his hands to his pants. He was still wearing the
green scrubs he’d taken from the clinic. Loren wanted them burned. He walked
into the bathroom to switch on the shower to a steamy flow. When he deemed it
hot enough, she limped inside and waited for him to finish stripping and follow
her in.

The moment he entered the small shower stall, she moved against
his body, trying to be mindful of his injuries.

“We’re quite a pair, huh?” She laughed, gesturing to his
scrapes and brightly colored bruises, but he didn’t respond and stared at her,
an intense light in his eyes.

“I should be in bed,” he said. But his body betrayed his
words. He was hard, ready to go. She gloried in him, running her hands up and
down his tanned chest then lower to his shaft, thrilled when his hoarse groan
escaped. She loved that she could make a man as strong as Adam whimper. When he
teased his fingers between her legs, she started to do some serious whimpering
herself.

She reached for the soap and lathered it up. His chest met
her hands and she gently cleaned off the dried blood and dirt covering his
skin. When he was clean to her satisfaction, she turned her back to him and
handed him the shampoo.

“Wash me?”

He didn’t respond, but a moment later, his large hands
massaged shampoo into her scalp. She tilted her head, feeling the wet slickness
of her hair down her back. He pulled her close, her rear to his chest, and
reached around to palm her breasts. Hot water streamed over their shoulders and
pooled at their feet.

His hand moved lower, to the curls at the juncture of her
thighs. Instinctively her leg started to lift to the ledge, but then she
lowered her leg back to the shower floor and turned to face him. “You’re hurt.
Let me do the work.” She got down on her knees and took his cock into her mouth
and wrapped her arms around his hips, digging her hands into his backside.

“Loren, it’s beyond good, but this should be about you. Let
me care for you.”

She shook her head, refusing to acquiesce. She gloried in
the strength she garnered with him in her mouth. “I want to be in control.”
Adam gritted his teeth, but allowed it, understanding that she needed to
control something after they’d come close to losing it all.

She sucked him deep and the grip of his hand on the back of
her head tightened. “So good.” His hitched breathing sent the lusty thrill of
power straight to her core. Her hands ran up his thighs and she cradled his
balls. He grunted as his cock buried to the hilt in the back of her throat.
Warm drops of water rained down on her head and shoulders, muted by his large
body blocking the full spray.

She felt his hand on the back of her head holding her steady
as she licked and tormented his cock into oblivion. Love for him overwhelmed
her as they stood under the shower spray lost in pleasure. She glanced upward
and caught a slight grimace on his face. It didn’t look like pleasure. She pulled
back and stood.

“Don’t stop, I’m close,” he said.

“You’re in pain. Are your ribs bothering you?”

A shrug. “I’ve had worse.”

“Yes, but not when I’ve been here to help. She leaned in to
turn off the shower and stepped out. She grabbed a faded blue towel and wrapped
it around her shoulders then handed him another towel.

With her eyes locked steadily on his, they walked to the
bed.

“Lie on your back,” she ordered.

“You’re beautiful.” He smiled up at her and she leaned down
for a deep kiss, tongues entwined for long moments.

“I’m a mess.” But her protest was cut off by his mouth. When
they came up for air, she moaned in bliss as he toyed with her nipples and
nibbled on her shoulder. She straddled his lap, his cock prodding right where
she wanted it. Together they lifted her hips and lowered her onto him until he
filled every inch of her damp, tight passage.

“Don’t move. I’ll do all the work.” Carefully, she sank down
on him, and the amazing friction caused them both to groan. Balanced on her
knees, she swiveled her hips, feeling him deep inside.

“Touch me,” she whispered and closed her eyes at the
pleasure as his fingers found her clit.

“Look at me,” he said, and she forced her eyes open to smile
at him in perfect harmony. The lazy bliss soon crashed into something more
urgent and they rode the wave together toward orgasm.

Her heart pounded furiously against her chest, and she lay
next to him, taking deep breaths to slow her heart rate down. She could feel
his heart racing against her ear. They rested together for a few minutes until
the chill of the air-conditioning on her wet body got to her. She snuggled in
closer to Adam for warmth. He turned his head for a kiss.

“Stay with me tonight,” he said. “Please? And tomorrow I’ll
bring you back home.”

And real life came crashing rudely into the tiny room. She
tried to ignore the hope and need in his voice and focus on his question.
“You’ll drive me home tomorrow? Just like that? Like I didn’t come rescue you
in London? Like we’re not a genetic match?” She sat up, wrapping her arms to
ward off the sudden brutal chill in the room.

“I want you to stay. Please. But no official matching and no
kids. Ever.”

She rolled off the bed and riffled through his dresser,
looking for a shirt.

“Loren.”

She tugged his plain gray jersey over her head. It fell to
the middle of her thighs.

“Loren,” he said again. “When Paulson had me, they…” He
broke off, unable to talk.

She sat at his side, soothing him with her touch, unable to
ignore his pain. “I’m here. Whatever you want to say. I’m here to listen.”

“They practically raped me,” he said in a hoarse voice.
“They wanted my semen and planned on fertilizing Emma’s eggs with it. And…”
Whatever he was going to say was gone. She could tell it was something too
private. “I have to let you go. Take you back to your Arlington apartment and
your precious job.” He raked a finger through his dripping hair.

Oh God, couldn’t he see his words were killing her? The
lingering currents of their lovemaking faded into the background at Adam’s
rejection of her.

“When Paulson had me, only the thoughts of you kept me
steady and I realized I don’t want to live without you. But hell, when they
threatened to take my choice about being a father away, it scared the shit out
of me. It was clear to me. I should never be a father. There’s too much risk.”
Emotion made his voice hoarse. “I care for you too much to give you defective
kids.”

Her heart melted and tears choked her at his words. “Adam,
you’re not defective.” She reached out to him, but he resisted her advance.

“You didn’t grow up here. You have no idea what it’s like to
have the slightest shortcoming. I won’t do it to you or my kid.”

She noted he’d said “should never be a father”. Not that he
didn’t want to be a father, but at this point, it was semantics. “There
are no guarantees in life. Anyone can give birth to a disabled child.”

“I’m at a higher risk. Doctor Wise tested me and she
confirmed there is a genetic component to Rowan’s defect and it affects me too.
Do you know what they’d do if they discovered the baby you carried had a
genetic defect?” He clamped his mouth shut, but she knew the answer.

“But there’s no guarantee. Our kids could be perfect. And
never mind the fact that I’ll love them even if they’re missing every limb. And
just let them try to hurt or terminate my pregnancy without our say-so.”

“A nice thought, but sometimes love isn’t enough.” He sat up
in bed with less of his usual grace thanks to the ugly bruises covering his
ribs.

And sometimes love was all you had. Her parents had
demonstrated their love for each other and her every day, and Loren wanted the
same for herself. Despite her father’s death, she knew her mom cherished every
memory, especially her living daughter. Mom was always telling her, Thank
goodness I still have you. If your father had died leaving me without a child,
I wouldn’t have borne it.

She stood and paced at the foot of the bed. “I don’t know
what to think, Adam. I love you. But I’ve always pictured my future as a wife
and a mom, and I hate to give it up because you’re unwilling to consider it.
You say you care about me,” she continued, “but you’re not willing to give this
a try?”

His eyes narrowed. “Is it a ring? Do you need a proposal?”

“No, it’s not a ring, you doofus. I want your love, and
someday I want children. Your children, and you are slamming the door on the
possibility.”

His face shuttered. “I told you why it’s not a possibility.”

“Bullshit. You’re scared.”

“Hell yes, I’m scared, Loren. I’m fucking scared that I’d be
responsible for creating a life that was doomed to suffer,” he said. “It’s more
than I can handle.”

She shut up at his confession. Visions of Sunday barbeques
with Adam at the grill vanished. She wasn’t ready for kids this minute, but she
wanted them in her future. In their future. But there was obviously
nothing she could say to sway him. She could tell him a million and one times
there was no risk in having children, but one, she’d be lying and two, he
wouldn’t listen.

“Now what?” she asked in a whisper.

He stood and padded over to her side. His hand brushed her
shoulder softly. “Do you want me to drive you home right after the debriefing?”

“I don’t know.” Her emotions were a blurry mess. She wanted
him, loved him, but he was only willing to give her part of himself. He
wouldn’t jump into the abyss with her, despite practically admitting he wanted
to be her husband and a dad.

He glanced at the digital clock on the nightstand. “We
better get moving. Shep wants us in ten minutes.” They both turned to find
clean clothes and left the apartment in silence with nothing resolved.

* * * * *

It was standing room only in the conference room for the
debriefing. Seemed like everyone even remotely connected wanted in. As soon as
Adam walked in, Shep herded him to the chair at the center of the storm. And
shit, it felt like a storm. Between the pain in his ribs, the distance he felt
from Loren and his dread about this meeting, it was a trifecta of crap. The
whole thing was going to be damn embarrassing to tell. It was bad enough he was
taken by surprise and kidnapped, but held naked and jacked off was icing on the
cake. Rancid, moldy icing.

He sent a hard look to Doctor Jones, who sat in the corner
as if she had an invisible two-foot bubble around her. Despite the shortage of
seating in the room, no one wanted to get too close to her. She was an unknown,
dropped in straight from enemy territory. For all they knew she was a mole for
Paulson. People chose to stand or grabbed a chair and moved it away. She folded
her arms and put on her mask of stoicism, but he’d seen her with her son, and
knew she didn’t like the frosty treatment.

And speaking of moles, someone in this room had set him up.
There was no way Paulson had known his flight or hotel information without
someone sharing it. He was going to find that person and express his
displeasure. With his fists and likely his blade.

Shep pushed his way to the center of the circle and called
for attention. For once, everyone settled down in less than a second except for
Loren and Emma, who still were greeting each other in soft whispers.

“Do you ever stop talking?” Xander snarled at Emma from
where he stood directly in front of her with his arms crossed over his chest.
He’d subtly shift every time another male in the room tried to catch a glimpse
of the pretty brunette.

“When I’m with you, yes.” Emma smiled sweetly at him in
counterpoint to her snarky retort. Whispers swelled and buzzed around the room
about the unfamiliar girl who had the balls to snap at Xander. Xander didn’t
respond to Emma’s retort and muttered to Shep to start the damn meeting.

Shep looked around the room, muttered something about
starting without Keel then shrugged. “Gentlemen, as you can see, we have some
new faces in the room,” Shep said. “Xander’s new friend, Emma, who was held at
Paulson’s clinic for the last three months.” Emma leaned around Xander and
smiled at the room’s occupants, but her cheeks were stained pink, probably at
the introduction. “And to my right is Doctor Samara Jones, who was forced under
duress to work as Paulson’s geneticist for the last year. Adam, why don’t you
start?”

Adam forced himself to stand, ignoring the screaming pain in
his ribs. Making love to Loren just now hadn’t been the wisest move for his
physical health, but his emotional need trumped the pain. “Everything we
supposed about the fertility clinic is true.”

A loud murmur circulated, but stopped when he started
speaking again. He kept his talk brief and went through the bullet points of
what happened. He glossed over his intimate contact with Doctor Jones and hoped
she’d do the same. He sat down with a thump when he finished and waited for
questions. But Shep stayed any questions with a hand gesture and asked Doctor
Jones to continue.

The doctor stood and he could tell she had a history of
making formal presentations. Her voice was clear but not loud and her words
precise. “Thank you for your hospitality, Commander Shepard. My son and I are
grateful to be somewhere safe after our year-long nightmare.” With those words,
the suspicion and hostility toward her dimmed by a hair.

“As Mr. Blacker shared, Doctor Paulson operated a legitimate
fertility clinic for wealthy European families. Behind the scenes however, was
another story.” She highlighted the process by which they’d take compatible
sperm and eggs, play around with the DNA, and then implant it back into the
paying mother’s womb. The parents had no idea the implanted child didn’t share
their DNA. Emma hung her head when she talked about donor eggs, and Loren
wrapped an arm around her.

Doctor Jones continued her talk, hesitating only once when
the door opened to admit Chase. She tripped over her words as Chase shuffled to
the chair next to the doctor and sat looking up at her expectantly.

“As I was saying…” She shuffled through the sheaf of papers
in front of her.

Adam glanced from Chase’s face back at the doctor. Something
was going on between them, but damn if he knew what. Chase was usually good
with women, charming them into his bed, but he looked at the doctor as if she
tortured puppies for a living. The only people who had cause to look at her
like that were him and Emma, as far as he was aware.

After some throat clearing, Doctor Jones found her voice and
continued. She had the good sense not to mention anything about her intimate
contact with Adam, but did confirm that Emma’s eggs had been taken and were
currently in Paulson’s possession. A low growl came from Xander, but he kept
his mask in place and stared down anyone who dared to glance his way.

Except Adam saw through him. He saw the look of raw, naked
longing in Xander’s eyes. He should recognize it. It was what he felt every
time he looked at Loren.

The doctor gave Xander a wary look, then Chase, and
continued. “As we discovered, only one child Paulson kidnapped remained on the
grounds. I was rarely allowed in the room, they sent my son out to me, so I
don’t know how many children passed through the clinic.” Her voice hitched a
little at the word children, but she finished her speech then sat. She shifted
her chair away from Chase.

At this point, Shep took over the meeting. For the first
time in Program history, they were going to work with other agencies, both
domestic and international.

“How are we going to work with outsiders when we can barely
function internally?” Every head swiveled toward Chase, who had his feet on the
table and only two chair legs on the floor.

“Excuse me?” Shep asked.

Adam recognized the tone. Chase needed to can it.

Of course he didn’t. “You need to listen to your team once
in a while. My sis knew where her match was, but you stuck to facts and Adam
suffered for it.”

Adam sucked back a breath and waited for an explosion. But
Shep simply sighed.

“You’re right, Chase. You and Xander will have consequences
for going rogue and not following orders. It was damn lucky for you it worked
out. Otherwise this could’ve been a very different meeting. I intend to rectify
my previous bullheaded behavior and that is why Ms. Stanton, Ms. Harrison and
Doctor Jones are in this meeting.”

Chase looked like he wanted to speak more, but swallowed it
back under Shep’s gaze.

“Doctor Jones, were there any other people working with
Paulson?” Shep asked.

She shook her head. “As far as I’m aware, it was only me,
Paulson, Brian and Brad, his hired muscle. Doctor Baresh and all the other
medical staff believed they were running a legitimate fertility clinic. And for
most part, they were. Paulson only swapped out the fertilized eggs for a select
few.”

Shep pursed his lips and then mapped out their future plans.
A team of Navy SEALS was moving into place to hunt out and find the missing
children. “We go after Paulson,” he said with a predatory smile. There were
some protests about missing out on the fun of infiltrating terrorist cells in
hostile countries.

“Wait, there are two more things,” Adam said. Doctor Jones
had retreated back to her chair and was staring pointedly away from Chase.

“What’s that?” Shep asked.

“Paulson was able to obtain my semen,” he said so softly, he
hoped everyone couldn’t hear.

“What?” Loren asked. Her face was white, and angry lines
bracketed the skin around her lips.

Doctor Jones glanced at Loren than him. “I’m so sorry. When
you were knocked out. They got it, but…”

He couldn’t let her finish. He wanted to hear nothing she
had to say. Now he was damn glad they’d been assigned the Paulson piece. Far as
he was concerned, it was now deadly personal. Paulson had touched him then
dared to touch Loren.

“We’ll take care of it, Adam. Paulson will not use
you like this. I promise,” Shep said.

“But—” the doctor said again, but Chase scowled so
ferociously at her, she wisely closed her mouth.

“Damn straight we’ve got your back,” Chase said and there
were echoes of agreement around the table.

Loren looked as if she might pass out and he wanted to go
comfort her as much as he wanted to slam his fist through the table for
Paulson’s perfidy.

When the meeting started to break up, Adam cleared his
throat loudly. When all eyes were on him, he met every gaze head-on as if he
was measuring their worth, which he was. “You forgot to mention our mole,
Shep.”

The already quiet room fell to tomb-like silence. “Someone
on this campus set me up. Paulson knew I was coming, and now that person should
know I’m coming for him.” All of the men in the room grunted with approval.
“You better pray Shep discovers your identity first.” And on that note, the
meeting dismissed. He remained seated, not looking forward to the pain of
standing. The room emptied to everyone but him, Loren and Shep.

“We’ll find Paulson and our mole, Adam,” Shep promised.
“Gavin’s going over all lines of communication in and out of the campus.”

He nodded and looked around the room. Something was
bothering him about the meeting, but he couldn’t pinpoint what it was. Finally
he shrugged and stood to walk with Loren who was now edging out of the room.
“Where are you headed? Am I taking you home?”

“Not yet. I’m going for a walk to try to clear some of these
cobwebs out of my head.”



She kissed his cheek and squeezed his hand then headed out
into the humid summer day toward the outskirts of the compound. Few trees grew
out here, for protection reasons she guessed. Harder to sneak up on the
compound in an open field, but there were some trees and scraggly bushes here
and there which allowed her to pretend she hiked through Rock Creek park or
another favorite nature path. She’d always found comfort in the outdoors and
today needed some comfort if she was going to find an answer to Adam’s
question.

On one hand it made perfect sense to stay with him. She’d
always believed marriage lay somewhere in her distant future. If she gave up Adam,
would she ever find a partner who completed her, who made her laugh or shiver
in passion as well as he did? Doubtful.

But then add in her newly developed fear of living a
military lifestyle with a husband disappearing to all parts of the world. He’d
be going on dangerous missions and coming home with death in his eyes. It made
for a volatile cocktail. If he came home at all. Through her mother, she’d seen
firsthand the trauma and damage losing a spouse at a young age could do. Her
mom had never quite recovered and lived a reclusive, solitary life.

Deep in thought, Loren found herself on the outskirts of the
one-story, single-family brick homes given to matched couples with children. It
was her first time exploring this part of the compound and she had yet to meet
any of the wives or children. Two women, who looked a few years older than she,
sat chatting on the front steps of one of the homes. Three toddlers ran in
circles around a sprinkler, shooting water at their ankles. Squeals of glee
filled the air. Loren grinned as she noticed not a stitch of clothing on any of
the children. Correction. One child had on a pink and rhinestone tiara, which
clung to tangled curls.

“Loren.” Both mothers waved their arms over in a welcoming
gesture.

She walked over to them, avoiding the spray of the
sprinkler. “Hi. How do you know me?”

The women exchanged a glance. One answered, “Think of the
Program like a small high school. No one or no bit of gossip goes unnoticed.”

“And you, my dear, are quite a large bit of gossip,” the
brunette informed her.

“Great.” Annoyance flickered through her. It would take some
getting used to, the whole small-town mentality. But she was leaving. Wasn’t
she?

“I’m Beth, by the way, and this is Danielle.”

Both women’s smiles were open, welcoming. Loren returned
their warm smiles with one of her own.

“Have a seat,” Danielle invited. “We’ll try to protect you
from the water warriors.”

“That’s fine. It’s so hot, I wouldn’t mind a little water,
and besides, I love kids.”

“Do you? That’s good.”

Smiles lit up their open faces, but Loren sensed these women
were dying to grill her. “Go ahead,” she groaned. “Ask away, I can tell you
want to.”

Again Danielle and Beth shared a look then a laugh. “Are we
that obvious?”

“Yep. But it’s okay, because I have some questions for you
too.” The three women smiled at each other in mutual accord.

“Did you really go after Adam on a mission?”

She nodded and both women nodded along with her.

“I’d do the same thing if my man went missing,” Danielle
said. “I’m glad you’re back safely.”

“How’s Adam doing?”

“Fine,” she mumbled. “I’d rather not talk about him right
now.” She pretended not to see the meaningful glances Beth and Danielle
swapped.

“Understood. I’ll change the topic. Your father was part of
the Program, right? But you grew up knowing nothing about us?” Beth asked.

“That’s right. I didn’t know anything until I showed up here
to investigate for my job.”

“Where did you work?” Danielle asked.

She took slight umbrage at the use of past-tense. She didn’t
used to work at The Post. She was still an active employee there;
at least until her boss got fed up with her extended personal leave of absence.
“I work at The Washington Post as a research assistant. I’ll go
back to work as soon as possible.”

And yet again, the two other women exchanged significant
glances.

“What?” A trace of annoyance slipped into her question.

“Does Adam know you plan on returning to work?” Beth asked
gently.

Loren looked at the two women who glowed with happiness and
contentment watching their children frolic. They were potential friends, but
she was used to keeping things close to her chest. She decided to trust them.
“I’ve never mentioned it, but I’m sure he knows I plan to work. And how do you
know so much about me?”

A huge grin covered Beth’s face. “We told you, it’s a small
town around here. Everyone knows everyone.”

“And everything about everyone,” added Danielle. “In a good
family way, though.”

Loren decided to change the subject before they asked if she
and Adam had sealed the deal yet. Family or not, there were some topics not
open for discussion. “What did you do before you moved here? How did you two
get recruited into the Program?”

“I grew up here,” Danielle said. “My dad was part of the
Program and all offspring are automatically registered and tested. They give
you a choice, of course, about staying, but there was no real choice for me.
Matthew was it. He grew up here too. It was pretty obvious to everyone that we
were a destined match once puberty hit.”

“What about you, Beth?”

“I was recruited. I applied for an administrative assistant
job I saw on a job listing site, got hired then I met Garrett. Well…you know
the feeling. It hits you like a ton of bricks to coin a corny phrase. I stayed
on and married the guy, and a few years later…” Beth gestured to the toddlers
running in circles.

“Does your family know? Do you ever get to see them?”

“Oh God, yes. All the time….well, not all the time,
but most major holidays.” Beth put a comforting hand on Loren’s shoulder. “Did
you think you’d get sucked in and never be allowed to leave the compound
again?”

“After the last forty-eight hours of my life, I’d be pretty
darn happy not to leave the compound.”

The women smiled sympathetically. “Everything’s changing
since Ryan’s wife went to the press and spilled the beans on the Program. Now
that everyone knows about this place, I bet security loosens up a bit.”

“Though I imagine Shep would want you to quit your job and
all. I mean it would be tricky to have a journalist living here. But they’d
find something for you to do on campus.”

Loren didn’t think she liked the sound of that. Quit her
job? No thank you.

One woman turned her attention to a sodden princess who’d
come tripping up the steps, tear stains on her cheeks.

As Beth soothed the woes of her daughter, Loren thought
about the consequences of quitting her job some more. But learning about her
father’s real career had definitely caused some second thoughts about her
career goals. He hadn’t been a true journalist at all. He’d dedicated his life
to the Program. She’d proven she could be an asset to the team, and in some
ways, helping them was like the best part of journalism with all the
investigative research and puzzle solving. Quitting was not thrilling, but it
was nice to know she had some options. As long as the options didn’t include
going into the field again. She’d done that once, thank you very much, and
didn’t ever want to ride that particular adrenaline roller-coaster again.

Looking around, she noticed shivers and goose bumps running
along the little princess’s body. A stack of folded, clean towels sat in a neat
pile behind her. She grabbed the top one, shook it out and wrapped it around
the little girl’s body, who gave her a grin and a hug. The towel fell off, and
Loren picked it up and wrapped it around the little girl for the second time.

“What do you say, Kylie?” Beth asked her daughter.

“Tank you.”

Loren smiled down at the adorable toddler and wondered if
any child of hers and Adam’s would have blond or dark hair. Curls definitely,
color was up for grabs. She looked up to see Beth and Danielle watching her,
expectant looks on their faces.

“You’re good with kids.”

Feeling like a fraud, she shrugged. “Thanks. I don’t really
have much experience with children. Kylie’s adorable, though. All the kids are.”

Both mothers beamed. Kylie curled up on her mother’s lap and
looked at Loren with big blue eyes.

“Beth, did your family have any clue what your husband does
for a living? Or do they know now? Didn’t they get suspicious that you never
invited them over for dinner? Or are they allowed on campus now that the big
secret’s out?” Loren asked, thinking about her mom and her best friend, Paige.

Beth’s eyes held a tiny shadow, but she answered Loren’s
question honestly. “They thought Garrett was in the military and we lived on a
base overseas. Technically it was somewhat true except for the overseas part. I
feel badly sometimes that I can’t host a Thanksgiving dinner for my family, but
I do end up having a huge feast for lots of residents. Your fiancé is a dark-meat
man, by the way.”

“He’s not my fiancé,” Loren said. “We’ve just been matched.
Nothing more.” She firmly slammed the door on any more stray thoughts of
parenting and children with blond curls and chocolate-colored eyes. She also
felt uncomfortable sharing Adam’s deep-rooted fear of being a father with
strangers.

“Oh. Sorry. I assumed…” Beth trailed off, pink highlighting
her cheekbones.

“How many…” Loren started to ask how many other married
couples lived on campus, but she was interrupted by Kylie announcing “hungry”.
Beth and Danielle agreed and herded the other water babies onto the porch.

“Stay for lunch?” Danielle asked. “I made chili.”

“No thank you, but I’d love to come by another day. I think
I’m going to keep walking. It was really nice meeting you both.” She bent down
to Kylie’s level. “You too, sweetie.”

She hopped down the porch steps and continued her walk along
the path of brick houses. She could see men heading for the dining hall way off
in the distance. Her body was all out of whack from the jetlag and lingering
Ketamine, but a rumble reminded her she could handle some food. The walk had
helped a little, though her feelings on staying with Adam were still a jumble.
Until she closed her eyes and pictured herself back in her Arlington apartment.
Alone. No Adam. And fending off advances from men like Derrick Bloom. But then
she pictured herself here, chasing after Adam, trying to get him to give
something he wasn’t willing or able to give, and her heart just about cracked.

Grief that was almost a physical pain assaulted her. Who had
she been trying to kid? She had to leave.

* * * * *

“Paulson?” Keel whispered into his phone, shocked and scared
that Paulson dared to call. “Don’t call me on this number. I don’t know what
happened in London, but everyone returned suspicious. The whole thing is about
to blow up.”

“Keel, calm down.”

“Calm down? Calm down? This very moment, I’m supposed to be
at a meeting with Adam Blacker to discuss hunting for you. Instead I’m hiding
in my house pretending to have a cold.”

“I have another business proposition for you.”

Keel wanted to throw the phone. Nothing Paulson offered
could be worth the fear that Adam was going to burst into his home any minute,
hell-bent on revenge. Until Paulson started mentioning numbers.

“You managed to get what you needed from Blacker?”

“Yes,” Paulson said. “I don’t know if he knows our doctor
was able to extract his semen while he was incapacitated. He must suspect.”

“What do you need from me?”

“We need his match. And I want Doctor Jones back, but I want
Loren more. She slipped through our fingers. Without Dr. Jones, our only hope
of delivering a baby on time to my clients is to have Blacker’s match.”

Keel started to feel that perhaps he did have the flu. How
the hell was he to convince Loren Stanton to get on a plane to London? When he
expressed his doubts, Paulson upped his payoff and he started to plot.





Chapter Fourteen



Adam checked his watch, wondering how Loren was doing on her
walk. “I’m not ready to eat yet. I’m going to hit the range.” He nodded at
Gavin and headed outside in the direction of the shooting range. A short walk
had him arriving at the indoor target range within minutes, but he was not
alone. Xander and, of all people, Rowan, stood at one cubicle, his brother
firing an automatic with Xander observing closely.

At his approach, Rowan lowered the weapon and turned to
greet him, lowering his protective ear covers. “Bro. What’s up? You looking for
me?”

“No. Came to shoot.” He nodded to Xander who returned the
gesture and then retrieved Rowan’s paper target.

“Nice work, man. Your aim is improving. Soon I’ll upgrade
you to a Glock.” Xander clapped Rowan on a shoulder.

Coming from Xander, that was real praise, akin to a
Presidential Medal. What was going on? Xander was teaching Rowan how to shoot?

Rowan must have noticed his confusion for he said, “Xander’s
working with me so I can join the team. Says I’m a natural.”

The team? As in his team? He shot a questioning look to
Xander who confirmed it with a nod.

“Your brother’s strong and deadly accurate. He’d be a total
asset. We wouldn’t have made it out of the clinic yesterday without him.”

“B-but—” Adam couldn’t find the words, and the innate
protective brain-mouth connection stopped him from saying what he really
thought, that a disabled soldier was a dead one.

Rowan placed his gun on the ledge with a tiny click and
cocked his head at Adam. “Is that not okay?” he asked in a deceptively mild
voice.

Adam knew his brother. The calmer he got, the more
dangerous.

Xander sensed the undercurrents flowing between the Blacker
brothers and exited the range without another word.

With all the emotional junk weighing on his mind, he didn’t
need to pick a fight with Rowan too. His brother was one of the few people he
could really count on to have his back. He swallowed his verbal doubts. “No,
it’s cool, Rowan. I was surprised. Didn’t know you’d be interested in joining.”
But then he remembered Rowan’s cool head during the raid on Paulson’s clinic.
Xander had admitted his brother was an asset and he wouldn’t have successfully
rescued Adam without Rowan’s help.

“Well, it’s not like I was ever given a choice now, was I?”
Rowan reminded him, still in his calm voice.

Adam winced at the direct hit. It was good to see his
usually lazy brother take an interest in something other than reality
television, and if Xander thought he’d be an asset, maybe he had a point.
“You’d really want to go out in the field?” he asked, concern for his brother
overriding his own personal drama over Loren.

“Hell yeah.” Rowan nodded enthusiastically. “Since moving
here, I feel part of something, a team. I like it. It’s kind of like our old
neighborhood gang, but with much better hardware. I was scared as hell
yesterday, but it was a good kind of scared, you know?”

He was overly familiar with that adrenaline rush. Adam
laughed. “That’s for sure. But…” He broke off, not sure how to broach the
subject without offending Rowan.

“Go on, Adam. Say it,” Rowan said. “You’re dying to ask
about my arm. I know you.”

He looked down at his feet, over at Rowan’s empty shirt
sleeve, then into his brother’s eyes. “Yeah. About your arm…you don’t think
you’d be hindered or at a disadvantage?”

Rowan shrugged. “Xander doesn’t think so, and it never put
me at a disadvantage growing up. I learned to do things a little differently
than everyone else.”

Adam thought about that for a minute. His whole perception
of Rowan as a disabled person took a shift and a spin toward negation. “Does
Shep know? What about Dad?”

“Shep was the one who told Xander to train me, and he told
Dad he was setting things right.” Rowan grinned then frowned. “Did you know
Shep never thought I was defective and couldn’t be part of the team?”

“It was really Dad who went off the deep end and drove Mom
away after you were born.”

Rowan leaned back against the waist-high railing of the
shooting range. A thoughtful look crossed his face. “I’ve been spending a lot
of time with Dad, and I’m not sure he was the one to drive Mom away.”

“What do you mean, Ro?”

“I mean, I think other forces were at work. Dad thinks
someone put a bug in Mom’s ear about me being defective. He claims he never
said anything to her directly, and definitely nothing about making her give me
up.”

“Give you up? What the hell are you talking about?” It was
like watching the play of his whole life only to discover he’d been watching
the wrong stage for thirty years. Apparently he’d been the prelude and Rowan
was the main act.

“Something or someone made Mom run away. According to Dad,
they’d had some tension between them after I was born, but no major blow-ups or
anything to make her run away without ever talking to him again.”

Adam searched his memory banks, wishing he could remember
anything from that hazy time when he was a toddler living with two loving
parents, but he came up with nada. “So, Dad thinks someone made Mom leave
campus? Why?”

Rowan tossed a nearly invisible pebble at the paper target.
“Dunno. But why else would she leave the husband she claimed to love to go live
in the shithole we grew up in?”

It was a good question. One for which Adam had no answers,
and, honestly, it all had happened nearly thirty years ago. Did it really
matter, especially when the one person who could unveil the truth was long
dead? He started to tactfully state this, but the words froze at the look on
Rowan’s face.

“I think I know what you’re going to say, Adam. And yeah, it
matters to me. I grew up feeling responsible for Mom’s unhappiness. It only got
worse when you ran away.”

Guilt slammed at him, but before he could apologize, Rowan
continued. “I’m going to keep digging, because I need to know. Plus, Dad wants
to know.”

“He does?” This surprised Adam. “He never mentioned anything
to me.”

“Because you told him we were dead. He didn’t want to bring
up a painful topic for you, when you’ve never been comfortable talking about
it, dumbass.”

Oh. Shit, he felt more like a jackass than a dumbass, but he
could make up for his past mistakes starting now. “I’m going to help,” he said.
“Whatever you need. I know the people on this campus better than you, so I can
ask around and introduce you to people who were here when Mom left.”

“Thanks.” Rowan clapped him on the back. “Now, how can I
help you?”

“Me?”

“Yeah you.” His brother rolled his eyes. “You look like
Eeyore in withdrawal from his happy pills.”

Adam released a crack of rusty laughter at Rowan’s
ridiculous comparison.

“Is it Loren?” Rowan asked, with a gentleness in his tone
Adam had never really heard before.

He nodded, unable to give voice to his feelings.

“What’s going on? I got the sense you were dropping L-bombs
on each other?”

“L-bombs?” Sometimes Adam couldn’t keep up with Rowan’s
slang.

“Love. Did you tell her you love her? Or is she mad she had
to go rescue your ass yesterday?”

“No, I didn’t. I can’t love her. You think Mom made you feel
guilty. Well she reminded me every day how dangerous it is to assume your
genetic match is also your true love. Loren wants something I can’t give.” He
closed his mouth to end the subject, but of course Rowan could never let it
lie.

“Of course she wants your love.” Annoyance shone on Rowan’s
face.

“What do I do?”

“Tell her you love her.” The word idiot hung silently in the
air.

“I can’t. I told you what Mom taught me. And now Loren
thinks I’m chickenshit and she may be right. I’m too scared to tell her I love
her,” Adam admitted. “Hell, I’m not even sure how to know if I do love her.” A
wave of sheepishness rolled through him. “And she wants kids too. My kids.” He
couldn’t tell his brother of his fears without sounding like an ass. After all,
it was because of Rowan he’d developed such an aversion to reproducing.

“You love her. The woman flew to London and rescued you.”
Rowan smiled. “If you don’t want her, I’m taking her. She’s got cojones. And?
Give her kids.” Rowan paused. “Unless…you can’t. Oh man. Xander never mentioned
anything about sterility or impotency. Do they give you meds? Snip your
swimmers? What?” He paced a step toward the exit then back.

“What the heck are you talking about? No, the Program
doesn’t force sterilization or anything resembling it. If anything, the
opposite case exists.”

“Then what?” Rowan caught Adam’s pointed glance toward his
missing arm and scowled viciously as understanding dawned. “You bastard.”

He nodded, accepting the deserved scorn. “I’m too afraid.
What if our kid has some defects, then…”

“Then what?” Rowan asked. “He’ll be like me. Your
good-for-nothing lazy little brother. Is that what you’re scared of? You think
I’m worthless, and the joke on me is that my whole life I looked up to you.
Wanted to be you. Do you know why?”

He shook his head.

“’Cause you’re the craziest, bravest, son-of-a-bitch I know.
You took on the whole neighborhood and became the leader even though you were
the youngest. I never would have taken you for a coward.” Rowan stalked toward
the exit and turned back to say something. “I don’t know why I’m giving you any
advice, you prick, but here it is. Go read the box of letters I left for you.”

He recalled the dusty shoebox he’d ignored earlier. “Why?
How do you know what’s in it?”

Rowan shrugged and gave a wry grin. “I read them. Sue me.”
He exited with his usual swagger.

Adam watched his brother go, with the feeling of acid
roiling around his gut. He hadn’t bothered to defend himself, because Rowan
spoke nothing but the truth. He was a coward. He was no romantic, but for the
first time in his adult life, he was in love and was letting it slip through
his fingers.

Blindly, he slapped on a set of protective ear muffs and
yanked the target pulley to the proper spot. Three shots in, the pain from his
broken ribs numbed out as he entered a zone. His body fired the weapon on
autopilot, while his mind flashed to the dusty box. What was in those letters
that Rowan thought they might help? It was second nature to lock the gun in the
cabinet and return the rest of the equipment then he jogged back to his
apartment.

The box was right where he’d left it, and now he carefully
pried off the dusty lid and tossed it on the floor. There were letters, around
a dozen or so, all in envelopes with a name on the front. He recognized the
handwriting. His mom’s. He’d been reading through a similar box of epistles
since age fifteen, only all of those had his father’s name on the envelope.
These all bore the name Adam.

His hand shook a little as he reached for the top letter,
remembering his first night at the Program. He’d sat up all night reading the
stack of letters his mom had given to him. Those were for his father. These
were for him.



Dear Adam,



You left last night and the house is so quiet I don’t
know what to do. I always teased that we never knew if you were home or not,
you were so quiet compared to Rowan. Well, you’re not home, and believe me, we
know. Rowan’s pretending not to miss you. He’s angry, Adam. Someday we’ll have
to explain.



Mom



He shuffled through a few of the letters, scanning them.
Until he got to the final one, written, he recognized by the date at the top, a
few days before her death.



Dear Adam,



I should’ve swallowed my pride. Love is all you have.
Fight for it.



He stumbled to the bed, clutching the precious box in his
arms. Tears blurred his vision. Agony at finding a long-lost piece of his
mother combined with confusion and emotion at his tenuous relationship with
Loren, his match. But only if he agreed.

He read through some more letters, letting the tears fall
freely now, and then the words stopped penetrating. Instead, visions like a
movie played in his mind. Of Rowan fighting an attacker at Paulson’s clinic,
quickly followed by the image of Rowan shooting his target with deadly
accuracy. All singlehanded, of course. And then the movie shifted to Loren
lying helpless on the bed in Paulson’s clinic and his terror at seeing her
there.

Shit, he was an idiot. Make that a stubborn blind
idiot. His mother was right. Love was all he had. If he let Loren go out of fear,
he’d be losing a part of himself. The most important part.

And Shep was wrong. He and Loren had one hundred percent
odds of creating a perfect child, because it would be their child.Hell,
he should have kids just to hold a little girl with Loren’s curls and
maybe his eyes. A shiver of fear caught him at the thought of a child missing a
limb, but for the first time ever Adam concentrated on that image and gauged
his reaction.

Nothing. No disgust or hate for the child or self-pity.
Instead, love bloomed at the vision of Loren holding their child, basking in
his love.

He had to tell her. Now. This minute… He practically burst
with his need to see her, hold her and kiss her. He sprinted out of his
apartment building and blinked in the summer sunshine. Both the glare of the
sun and the screaming pain in his ribs stopped him from sprinting the entire
compound in search for Loren. She’d been walking nearly an hour. The campus
wasn’t that big, he’d find her sooner or later. Hopefully sooner.

He had to think. Clearly and rationally. She’d eventually
make her way back to her house or his apartment, so if he waited by the
flagpole at the crest of the hill, he’d see her, whichever direction she chose.
He walked at as fast a clip as he could manage, gritting his teeth against the
pain each step caused. Hunger and exhaustion gnawed at him also. Shep had
pushed to admit him to their doctor’s care, but he’d refused, not wanting to go
anywhere near a medical facility.

When he made it to the flagpole, he leaned against the
sun-warmed metal and scanned the campus for Loren. There.

She was coming up the path heading toward her own loaner
cottage. “Loren,” he called, but she didn’t respond. The light summer breeze
carried his voice away from her hearing range. He watched her for a few minutes
to ensure she was entering her cottage and not heading elsewhere, and then he
started down the path to meet her.

He reached her front door just as it slammed shut behind
her. He waited a second to enter so he wouldn’t open the door and slam Loren in
the back. She whirled to see who followed her into the house and visibly
relaxed when she saw it was him, but then tensed as something in his expression
must have given his tumultuous thoughts away.

“Adam,” she said, “you startled me. What’s going on?”

He stepped toward her then stopped, knowing he couldn’t
touch her until he’d said his piece. “I’m an idiot.”

She cocked her head and narrowed her eyes.

“I was at the range. With Rowan. We were shooting.” God, he
was rambling, like he always seemed to when he had something really emotional
to say. Give him a twenty-step operation to detail, and he’d be fine. Ask him
to say a few simple words about love, and he started blathering. “I’m trying to
say, I was wrong.”

“About what?” Loren asked gently.

“About love, about kids. About having kids with you. Rowan’s
not handicapped. I mean, he’s missing his arm, but it doesn’t stop me from
loving him or him having a full life.”

A blinding smile spread across Loren’s face and her eyes got
shiny with tears.

“Don’t cry.”

She sniffed. “I can’t help it.” Then her smile faded. “How
do I know this is real? A few hours ago you were convinced you couldn’t be a
husband or father. It was too risky. What changed?”

“Rowan and my mother helped me.”

“Your mother?” Loren looked concerned that he was really
losing it, and Adam swallowed a hysterical laugh, because when one’s world
shifted on its axis, it did feel as if one were going bonkers.

“I know it seems crazy, but my mom wrote me a bunch of
letters. That’s what was in the box Rowan gave me. She wrote how much she loved
my father and how I shouldn’t be scared of love. She meant it, Loren. She
really meant it. And then I thought about having a child and I tried to imagine
her without a limb. And I didn’t care. I still loved her.”

The smile was back on Loren’s gorgeous face. “Her?” she
asked.

He nodded. “With blonde curls like yours.”

A sob crossed with laughter burst out of her and she stepped
into his arms that he opened to latch on to her, the best thing that had ever
happened to him. He murmured love words into her hair as she buried her face
against his chest. Then she surprised them both with a huge yawn. It was
contagious and his mouth also split in a yawn.

“I’m running on fumes,” she said. “I haven’t slept properly
since you left for London.”

“I’m about dead on my feet also,” he admitted.

Arm in arm they walked to the bedroom, toed off their shoes
and collapsed under the covers. Within minutes they were both sound asleep,
curled tightly against each other.



Three days later



“Mom. We’re here.” Loren pulled the key out of the front
door and looked around the familiar home she’d grown up in. “I’m sure she’ll be
right out since she’s expecting us.” She smiled at Jonathan Keel who’d
practically begged to come with her to see her mom. She’d wanted to bring Adam
to introduce her mom to her man, but he’d been forced to work.

The past few days had been beyond blissful, despite the
piles of work they were doing to unearth Paulson from the hole he’d crawled
into. She’d given notice at her apartment, and in three weeks, she’d officially
move onto the Program compound. She’d deal with her job at The Post
tomorrow.

It took ten steps to make it from the front door to the
airy, open kitchen where she dropped the bags onto the kitchen counter with a thunk.
Haagen Dazs mint-chocolate-chip and vanilla yogurt made it into the freezer
while she continued talking loudly to her absent mother. “They were out of your
favorite sesame noodles, so I brought cabbage salad. Hope that’s okay.”

She smiled as her mom suddenly entered the kitchen to greet
them. She glanced at her mother’s face and was reminded of all the past
history. Her mom had to be nervous and a bit rattled at seeing this significant
visitor from her past.

“Mr. Keel,” Loren said. “You remember my mother. Mom, I
don’t think you need an introduction, do you?”

Keel strolled to the bar-height counter connecting the
living room with the kitchen. “I’m thrilled to see you again, Julia.” He
brushed her cheek with his lips.

Her mom gave a small smile to Keel then came over to wrap
her up in her arms. Despite being taller now, her mom had always seemed larger
than life, like a protective wall against all the bad life dealt out.

“This was such a surprise, hearing you wanted to see me
again,” Mom said to Keel. “After I married Robert, I worried we’d parted on
poor terms.”

Keel said, “I’ll admit I was hurt, but enough years have
passed that the wound is gone.”

Mom nodded, but Loren could tell she was rattled.

“I’m glad. Shall we eat?” Mom gestured to the table set with
thick earthenware pottery and colorful glass tumblers.

* * * * *

“Adam.”

He looked up as Gavin entered the gym with an
uncharacteristically sober expression. “I’m here. What’s up?”

“Got a second?”

He practically tossed his hand weight onto the rack and
followed Gavin out into the bright sunshine. “Did you get a lock on something?”

Gavin nodded and held out a printout of a column of cities
and phone numbers along with usage time.

“Is this what I think it is?” Adam asked, hoping it was a
clue about who on the compound was their mole.

“Yeah.” He huddled over the paper and pointed out one call
highlighted in neon yellow. “This call was made to a London number. It took a
bit of digging to find it but this is our best clue.”

He met Gavin’s direct gaze. “How does one phone call give
proof?”

“Anyone with half a brain would get a prepaid phone with no
contract and no damn way for me to track it. I’m guessing this one phone call
is the result of panic. Look at the date.”

Adam squinted then let out a breath as he saw the date was
the same day he’d been tied up in Paulson’s fertility clinic. “Shit.”

“It’s our best lead. And look at this. There are several
calls to here. Nice place to retire, huh?”

His stomach took a figurative fist to the gut. “What are you
getting at? Who set me up?”

Gavin swallowed before answering. “Keel. These calls are
from Keel’s cell.”

The churning in his gut increased to the point of pain.
Without a plan, he sprinted out of the building and toward his apartment to
grab his car keys. Gavin ran about half a foot behind.

“Where the hell are you going?”

“Keel. Loren. He drove her to have lunch at her mom’s
house.”

“Shit.” Gavin summed it up. “Go to Loren’s. I’ll man the
operations center. Loren’s fine, Adam. We’ll bring her back safely.”

He didn’t answer, only picked up his speed to his apartment.
Within seven minutes, he was on the road heading toward Virginia. Thank God
Loren had left the address in case he got off work early and could join them.

The farther out of the city Adam drove, the more verdant his
surroundings became, but he barely noticed. All his concentration was on
getting to Loren’s. He repeatedly dialed the number of her cell phone they’d
finally returned to her, but she didn’t answer. Why the hell hadn’t he insisted
she leave her mom’s phone number with him?

Gavin was having no luck tracking Mrs. Stanton’s number
down.

“Totally unlisted. Remember, her husband was one of us,
living off campus.”

“Shit.” He banged a palm against the steering wheel and
pressed harder on the accelerator. A quick glance at his GPS told him he was
less than a quarter mile from the house. Assuming she was there, of course. She
could be anywhere if their suspicions about Keel were true. He tried to calm
himself by pointing out that Keel had no reason to harm Loren. But something
about the situation was off. He should’ve suspected when Keel had invited
himself along to Loren’s lunch with her mom. Sure, the older man and her mom
used to date, but that had been thirty years ago. Why contact her now, unless
he had other motivations.

Adam had never been particularly religious, but he found
something close to a prayer winding its way around his head. Please let her be
there and be safe.

He let the car decelerate as he neared the turn-off for
Loren’s mother’s home and glared at the cozy picture the ramshackle,
ranch-style house made, a world away from his generic government-issued
housing. Hand-painted birdhouses swung merrily from low tree limbs and a lawn
that needed a serious mow surrounded a gravel and dirt driveway. He even
thought he’d spotted a glimpse of a wooden tree house perched among the
branches of a distant tree.

Adam parked and leaped out of the car to the front door. One
knock. Then another before a voice acknowledged him from the inside.

“Hello?”

Apparently Mrs. Stanton didn’t receive much in the way of
company, and she’d learned a thing or two about caution from her militant
husband.

“I’m Adam Blacker, ma’am. Is Loren here?”

The door swung open and an older version of Loren smiled at
him from the doorway. “I’m glad you could come for lunch. I hate to be the
bearer of bad news, but lunch ended a few minutes ago. Loren and Jonathan
already left.”

A fear like he’d never known gripped Adam right in his gut.
This was almost worse than seeing Loren strapped to Paulson’s gurney. He wanted
to enter the home and demand answers, but things would go a lot easier if he
gained Mrs. Stanton’s trust first.

He strived for a calm tone when he spoke. “Mrs. Stanton. Do
you know where they went? Certain suspicions have come to light regarding
Jonathan Keel and I’m scared witless he means to harm her.”

The older woman’s smile sagged into shock and she stepped
back to allow the door to swing wide open. He wasted no time and entered the
home, scanning the entry for any clues. Worry was plastered on the older
woman’s face. “Jonathan was a special friend of mine before I met Robert. Do
you really suspect him of harming Loren?”

He had no choice but to nod then reach for Mrs. Stanton when
she collapsed, covering her eyes with two hands to catch streaming tears. “Oh
God, I should’ve known. Why else would he have contacted me after all this
time? I sent my baby into danger.”

Time was of the essence, but he had to spare a moment to
calm her and learn everything that had happened since he’d last seen Loren. He
crouched down beside her. “Mrs. Stanton…Julia. I need your help. Please stop
crying and tell me exactly what happened…everything Keel said.”

Her tear-streaked face, so similar to Loren’s, looked up and
her hand grabbed his forearm. “You’re going to find her. Right?”

He nodded. “I love your daughter and will do anything and
everything in my power to get her back safely.”

It took all his willpower not to pound his fist into the
wall, and he steadied his voice. “I’m going to make some calls to loop in my
team. There’s a chance our suspicions are wrong, since we don’t know yet why
Keel wants Loren. It’s possible they’re pulling safely into the campus and he
came for lunch simply because he missed you.”

“I hope so,” Julia said. “Lunch was pleasant, I wouldn’t
have suspected anything.”

He pulled out his cell phone and dialed Gavin.

“Gavin. It’s me. I’m at Julia Stanton’s home.” He paused and
listened as Gavin reported that Keel was not answering his cell phone. “Shit.
Time is critical. Start tracking his car or cell phone.”

“Already on it,” Gavin replied. “You’re not going to like
this.”

He didn’t respond. There was much about the situation he
didn’t like.

“Keel’s car is on the Dulles Access Road.” All Program cars
came equipped with special equipment similar to LoJack.

His knees actually wobbled a bit. Shit had become more
critical. If Keel made it to the airport and out of the country with Loren,
then getting her back would be that much harder. “I’m twenty minutes away from
Dulles and heading out now.”

“A team is on its way.”

“I want my brother on the team.” He could hear Shep shouting
out orders in the background, most of them dealing with getting someone to
Keel’s house to search it. He agreed with that decision completely. Something
dangerous was going on, and at this point in the game, he had little to no
information. It made no sense that Keel would abduct Loren. Unless…unless Keel
was in contact with Paulson and they still wanted her.

“Gavin, call me with any updates, and can Shep call in
favors? Have him try to stop any outgoing private planes leaving from Dulles.”
He hung up and started to leave to get in his car and go after Keel and Loren.

“I’m going with you.” Mrs. Stanton took a step toward the
door, arms folded across her chest. Adam reminded himself to never rouse a
feisty mother by threatening her cub.

He nodded and warned, “It could be dangerous, and I’m sadly
under-armed right now. I want a goddamn arsenal and I only have one gun.”

She disappeared for a quick minute and returned holding an
old rifle, maybe her husband’s old one, judging by the age of the weapon. “Take
mine.”

He hefted the weapon, checked it and approved. “Let’s go.”

As soon as both he and Mrs. Stanton were buckled into his
car, his cell rang.

Gavin again. “Shep put in a call. They’ve agreed to delay
private jets and look for a man fitting Keel’s description.” He hung up.

Adam appreciated Gavin’s speed and lack of chitchat. Every
second Loren spent with Keel, was a second going further away from safety. A hated
sense of helplessness invaded his very pores and he could offer nothing in the
way of comfort to poor Julia Stanton who’d lost a husband and now possibly a
daughter.

No. He couldn’t think like that. Loren was alive and he’d
get her back. Except he hadn’t felt such anxiety, even when he’d been tied,
trussed and beaten by Paulson’s goons.

“Did they find her?” Mrs. Stanton asked.

He turned to fully face a woman, still as beautiful as her
daughter, but whose eyes held sadness and the knowledge that sometimes life
didn’t have fairytale endings.

He shook his head. If Loren married him and he succumbed to
the dangers of his job, would she someday have that softened look in her eyes?
God, he hoped not.

A quick glance over at his passenger assured him that Mrs.
Stanton was holding steady and as good a soldier as anyone could hope to take
into battle. She held her cell phone in a death grip and stared out the window,
clearly ready to bring her daughter home safely at any cost.

* * * * *

“Why are we on the road to Dulles?” Loren asked Keel. “Is
this a shortcut I don’t know about?” As soon as lunch ended and they’d entered
the car, he huddled in the driver’s seat, fingers white-knuckled on the
steering wheel. “What’s going on?”

He’d have to break the news to her sooner or later. She was
getting on a plane back to Paulson. Paulson’s deal was something he couldn’t
refuse. Enough to risk blowing his cover and losing his retirement benefits.
Paulson had Adam’s sperm and wanted Loren. They were willing to pay. More than
his bank account had ever dreamed of.

The opportunity to go for lunch with Loren was exactly what
he’d needed. Seeing her mother, Julia, one last time had made it all the more
pleasurable. He pressed down on the gas, praying there were no police cars
lying in wait for speeders.

“Mr. Keel, where are we going?” she asked again.

“We’re going to Dulles.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m getting paid a lot of money to get you there.”

He kept his eyes on the road, but didn’t have to look to
know that she was staring at him in shock. “Don’t think of trying to escape.
Jumping out of a moving vehicle at this speed on the highway will get you
killed.” He thought about pulling the gun hiding under his lightweight sport
coat, but decided against it. Too dangerous. She could grab it away and turn it
against him.

“Let me go.” Her voice was ice. “Adam is going to kill you.”

Only if he caught him, and he was taking the flight to
London and then another and another to throw off his trackers. Because if he
was the last person to see Loren Stanton, the Blacker men would hound him until
he broke. There was no going back to the compound. No retirement party or Plan
B.

“You can’t do this.” She started to scramble at her feet for
her purse, but he laughed.

“You won’t find your phone in there. I removed it while you
and your mother were admiring her vegetable garden.”

She scowled at him as she stilled in her seat.

“And don’t attack me either. I have control of the vehicle,
but can’t promise to maintain it if touched.”

He could almost see her brain whirring faster than the tires
currently turned on his car.



He was insane. It was the only reason she could think why he
would try to get her on a plane in broad daylight at an international airport.
Her stomach lurched and the ice cream she’d inhaled at Mom’s threatened to come
up. She swallowed back her panic and started to plan. He couldn’t keep up this
speed. When they got to the airport, he’d have to slow then stop. She’d grab
the chance and make a run for it. She shifted her purse at her feet, getting it
out of the way so it wouldn’t trip her up. Her hand rested on the door handle,
ready to turn at the slightest chance. The stupid locks on the European car
were electronic only, so she prayed the door would open if she flicked the
handle twice.

“Why are you doing this?” When Keel remained silent, she
tried again. “Paulson’s evil,” she said. “You know it, Keel. Why work for him?
Why turn traitor to your own country?”

At the word traitor Keel turned and looked her square in the
eye. “Don’t be stupid, Loren. Why do you think I’d help Paulson?”

“Is it…is it because my mom left you for my dad?” Loren
whispered, showing smart fear in the face of danger.

“No, silly girl,” Keel spat. “Hurting your mom through you
is icing on the cake. It’s all about the Benjamins, to quote that stupid song
my students are always playing.”

“It’s a stupid move, Keel. You’ll never get to spend the
money. Adam will track you to the ends of the earth. You’ll never live free and
clear, I don’t care how much Paulson pays you.”

He scowled but didn’t reply and kept driving.

It seemed like hours until they arrived at Dulles, and they
didn’t stop at the main terminal as she’d expected. Instead they drove through
to an area to the side of the main terminal. A row of small private jets stood
near a large gray hangar. Talk about déjà vu. She’d been here last week, only
then it was a happy homecoming. Now it was a nightmare.

She scanned the area for a mechanic or flight attendant. Anyone
to help her, but only one man stood by a plane waiting. His arm hung casually
by his side, a gun in his hand. As soon as Keel screeched to a stop, the man
jogged over and held the gun at her.

Her breath caught in her throat until she felt as if she
might suffocate.

“Get out of the car,” Keel ordered.

Concentrating on slow, steady movements, she moved out of
the car and stood by the open door.

“Turn around,” the stranger said.

She followed orders, but kept her neck swiveled to follow
the gun’s location at all times. The second she was fully around her arms were
roughly yanked behind her and bound with something plastic and too tight. “Ow.”

“Shut up. Get on the plane.” He draped a long black leather
jacket over her back and threw an arm over her shoulder. To any viewers, they
looked like a couple walking arm in arm. She considered kicking out her legs
and tripping him or sinking to the ground as dead weight. She knew what Adam
would say about trying to fight him. It was a no-go, especially since he was a
total stranger. He could be this decade’s Chuck Norris, and she’d be a dead
woman.

Wait a second…her brain thought furiously. “You won’t shoot
me,” she challenged. “Paulson is paying for me alive. I’m no use to you dead.”

“Brilliant, sweetheart, but I have no problem shooting you
in the foot or kneecap and letting you ride out the pain on the plane.”

She swallowed hard. There went that plan. Tears welled, but
she fought them back. Sorrow was a waste of energy. She needed to stay calm and
plan her escape. A large part of her believed Adam was coming. She’d known when
he was in danger and gone to rescue him. He’d do the same for her.

As slowly as she could without arousing her captor’s ire,
she boarded the small, private jet and found a seat. Keel boarded just behind
her and accepted the gun from the other man, who hefted the plane door closed
and sealed, and then walked into the cockpit.

“Sit down,” Keel said, waving the gun in the direction of a
seat.

“Adam’s coming for you. You won’t be able to run,” she said
with a nod at the suitcase Keel had schlepped onboard. “Do you think he’ll let
you live after this?”

He didn’t answer her question, but then she hadn’t expected
one. The crackle of the radio from the control tower bled from the cockpit to
the cabin, and Loren started shrieking, hoping someone would hear her.

“Quiet,” Keel snapped. He barely spared her a glance as his
fingers drummed an impatient tattoo on the leather armrest. They sat in hostile
silence for another two minutes. “Why hasn’t the damn pilot taken off yet?”

Loren bit her lip to hold off another retort. It was a long
flight to London, and it would go better if she didn’t antagonize the man
holding the gun. Instead she steadied her nerves by glancing around the plane.
There were none of the multiple rows of navy cloth narrow seats commercial
airlines had. Four chairs, reminiscent of a La-Z-Boy lounger dotted the narrow
confines of the jet. A small galley near the cockpit held bottles of champagne
and Diet Coke with real crystal. No plastic cups for this swanky affair.

“Why aren’t we moving yet?” Keel called to the front of the
plane. No response.

He got up, careful to keep the gun in her direction, and
pounded on the door separating cabins. No answer. Keel cracked open the cockpit
door. A second later he raced to her side and yanked her from her seat to stand
in front of him, almost as if she was his shield. She wondered what’d happened
to the pilot to make Keel panic like this.



Adam didn’t bother to look if Loren’s mom had stayed in the
car as he’d ordered when they squealed up to the runway. If she was anything
like Loren, she was on the ground pointing her rifle at the plane. He could’ve
told her not to bother. He had this. The second the man who’d forced Loren onto
the plane appeared in the cockpit, Adam took aim and fired. One down, one more
to go.

His heart had nearly exploded when he’d pulled up to the
private jet hangar and seen Loren on the final step before entering the plane.
He’d tried to get a shot at Keel, but at this range with his current weapon, it
was a fool’s shot. He wished he had his rifle with a scope. Or better yet,
Gavin and his rifle. He was no legend like Gavin, but he held his own.

He hustled around to the right of the plane and maneuvered
until he got a clear view of Keel. The idiot had his back to the window and
looked to be using Loren as a shield. Too risky, the bullet could go through
Keel into Loren. Likelihood was low, considering it also had to travel through
an airplane double-paned window, but any risk to Loren was too high in his
mind. But all of a sudden Loren slumped to the ground, giving him a clear shot.
He took it, not daring to breathe or think about the reason Loren had collapsed
suddenly. His hands waited until after he’d got the shot off to start shaking.
They were damn lucky Keel was a teacher and not a trained operative, because
he’d pulled one stupid move putting his back to the window. Might as well have
painted a big freaking target on his shirt. Keel was strictly amateur hour.

Keel slumped out of view, but Adam couldn’t see Loren before
the flash of red and blue lights in his periphery forced him to turn around.

“Put the weapon down,” came a voice from the squad car over
the speaker. No problem, he could barely hang on to it anyway, so great was his
fear that Loren was bleeding out in the plane. Adam put the gun on the ground.
Julia did the same. When they were both disarmed, two officers stepped out of
the car with guns trained on him. They correctly assessed that he was the
greater threat.

“I’m a member of the Program, and my wife is on that plane,”
he said in a steady voice, which was surprising, given he could barely breathe
from panic.

“You shot your wife?” one officer asked in disgust.

“No, he shot her kidnapper. My daughter is on that plane
against her will,” Julia said, and in a quick move, ran to the door of the
airplane and started shouting Loren’s name. One of the officers followed her
and the other bobbed his head toward the plane as he faced Adam.

Adam raced to Julia’s side and added his shouts to hers. He
didn’t blink or breathe during the longest five seconds of his life as they
waited for Loren’s face to appear. And then he could breathe again, because her
welcome, gorgeous face pressed against the glass. She was saying something but
her voice was too muffled to hear.

“Step back,” one of the officers said. “Ma’am, can you open
the door from the inside?” he shouted.

Loren turned and held up her shackled wrists. She wasn’t
going to be able to open the door easily by herself. She turned her back to the
door and got to work. It seemed to take forever, but finally a few hisses
and clicks sounded, the door swung open and the mini staircase folded
out. Loren flew down the stairs, practically tackling him after her cuffs were
removed as she leapt into his arms. He buried his face in her hair, not caring
that tears streamed down his face. Let the officers think he was a pansy. One
look at the dead bodies in the plane, and they’d know better.

Shep had requested Keel return to campus in one piece in
order to get grilled on his motivations, but at this moment, Adam was thrilled
Keel would never take another breath.

When his shaking had subsided enough to cup Loren’s cheeks
in his hand and look her in the eye, he was able to speak again. “What
happened? You were standing up and then you slumped out of sight. I thought Keel
had shot you.” The fear in his voice translated. Loren wrapped him in a bear
hug, sobbing into his chest.

“I did it on purpose. Something in the cockpit freaked Keel
out and I figured it was you or your team sharpshooting. I wanted to give you a
clear target.”

“You became dead weight forcing him to drop you.”

She nodded. Adam found his first smile of the day. He was so
marrying this woman.

He held her tightly as they waited for one of the officers
to board the plane and assess the situation. She curled up against him,
trusting him to support her weight. He kept whispering to her, words of love,
future promises…hell, he didn’t know. All he knew was Loren was in his arms
where she needed to stay for a very long time.





Epilogue

One month later



Loren leaned farther back in her chair and re-crossed her
ankles perched on the porch railing, and balanced her laptop carefully. She
allowed a quick glance at the lawn in front of her new home on the Beltsville
compound and grinned at the wild game in progress.

Adam was currently playing horsy for Kylie and some of the
other toddlers. Squeals of delight sounded as he bucked and neighed, only
allowing the children to fall when near a soft patch of grass.

She looked back down at her computer screen, quickly getting
reabsorbed in her work. The deadline for the second piece in her exposé on
Doctor Paulson’s European fertility clinic was looming, and she was still
waiting on a last bit of research in the form of Gavin who was due to return
from London any minute.

Derrick and her editor had gone into ecstasy at her pitch to
write a story about Ambassador Christenson’s son’s kidnapping. Especially when
she exposed the evildoing of a former American scientist who was making
boatloads of money duping wealthy, desperate want-to-be parents. They loved
that she was living on the inside of the center of the current American
firestorm. Seemed like every citizen, politicians especially, held strong
feelings about the Program’s ability to manipulate human DNA. She was kept busy
writing story after story about the Program, hoping her words would sway public
sentiment in favor of supporting the Program.

It wasn’t looking good, though. Paulson’s treachery made the
science behind the Program too scary in the wrong hands. Loren hoped her story
would make hiding difficult for him and root him out like the snake he was.
Most of the team had been combing through Europe without much luck finding him.

A brush on the back of her neck had her jumping in her seat
and nearly toppling her laptop. “Adam?” She’d been absorbed in her work; she’d
missed the end of the horsy game.

Adam bent down over her shoulder to place a gentle kiss on
her lips, but the taste of sweat and laughter on his breath had her pulling him
closer to prolong the embrace.

“Mmm,” she murmured.

“How’s work going? Can you take a minute?”

“Only a minute?” Loren laughed, eyeing Adam’s growing
arousal.

He grinned. “I don’t want to take the blame for The
Post’s hottest reporter missing her deadline. Plus, I have to be at class
in half an hour.” After Keel’s death, Adam had taken himself off active
rotation and assumed the teaching and training role for the teenage cohort. The
role fit him like a glove, and some of the shadows that hung in Adam’s eyes
were fading. He liked working with kids and had even asked when she might be
ready to have one.

“I’m okay. For you, I can make some time.” She hit save,
shut her laptop, and placed it gently on the table. “Ready?” She smiled up into
his warm eyes, loving him.

Adam pulled her roughly up into his arms against his aroused
body. “For you,” he echoed her words back, “I’m always ready.”

Their laughter hung on the porch like a shining beacon as
they disappeared inside the small, cozy home filled with love and all the
promise of a bright future.
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